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Abstract 
 
By the early twentieth century, America had become enamored with standards.  Desiring 
industrial, economic, geographic, and social normalcy, Americans advocated programs—such as 
eugenics, ugly laws, City Beautiful movements, and the scientific rationalism of Henry Ford and 
Frederick Winslow Taylor—that systematically excised forms of difference in the modern scene.  
In an increasingly standardized U.S., then, forms of the irregular and unsightly disordered this 
national agenda, termed the American System, thereby inciting widespread anxiety about the 
stability of the U.S.  Modernism and the American System investigates this ensuing “ugly panic” 
that transformed artistic values, and, I argue, that catalyzed new literary modes within modernity.  
As I analyze texts by Upton Sinclair, Djuna Barnes, Fannie Hurst, and Wallace Thurman 
fascinated with American difference, and the American System’s attempts to standardize it, I 
unveil a literary tradition outside the norms of the U.S. crusade against waste, and outside the 
standard modernist canon.  In order to become modern, American authors had to innovate within 
a new and often conflicting set of standards at the dawn of America’s clean century.  By showing 
how authors from various traditions (social realism, avant-garde, middlebrow, Harlem 
Renaissance) negotiated this new cultural terrain, my project expands the field of modernism 
while providing cultural and aesthetic links that integrate these traditions into one cohesive 
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Chapter 1 
A Nation without Waste:  Standardizing American Literature and Culture 
 
After more than a 20-year hiatus, Henry James returned to the U.S. in 1904 to find his 
homeland overrun by a strange “monstrous organism” (59).  Observing the “enormous system of 
steam-shuttles or electric bobbins,” James is at once overwhelmed and mesmerized by a new 
American scene that operates under the regulating guises of mechanical unity and precision:  
“One has the sense that the monster grows and grows,” James writes during his visit to New 
York, “flinging abroad its loose limbs . . . becoming thus that of some colossal set of clockworks, 
some steel-souled machine-room of brandished arms and hammering fists and opening and 
closing jaws” (59).  As James “restlessly wanders around the American scene, caught up within 
the pulsating energies of advanced capitalism and late industrialism,” Martha Banta writes, he 
“tries to discover what manner of product this ‘steel-souled machine-room’ is grinding out, what 
its ‘brandished arms and hammering fists and opening and closing jaws’ are doing to human 
lives” (274-75).  Yet James seems at a loss for analysis when confronted with America’s new 
operating system, one that reaches out like a “monstrous organism” from its factories to its 
citizens and aliens alike:  “The operation of the immense machine, identical after all with the 
total of American life,” James muses, “trembles away into mysteries that are beyond our present 
notation and that reduce us in many a mood to renouncing analysis” (95).  Unable to take in the 
“total of American life”—dominated now by “some colossal set of clockworks” and the 
“operation of the immense machine”—James bears “fascinated witness” to a nation under the 
grasp of the standardizing processes of Americanization, industrialization, and modernization 
(Banta 274).   
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James wasn’t alone in his estimation of the American scene.  In the mid-nineteenth 
century, the British identified what they called “the American System,” a mode of production 
that promised greater efficiency and lower costs by replacing handwork with standardized 
mechanization.  Finding that these American principles of production differed “sufficiently . . . 
from their own,” historian David Hounshell writes, the British began alluding to “the ‘American 
system,’ the ‘American plan,’ and the ‘American principle’” (4).  “This American system grew 
and changed in character so much,” Hounshell explains, “that by the 1920s the United States 
possessed the most prolific production technology the world has ever known.  This was ‘mass 
production’” (1).  Although the “American System” referred to modes of standardization and 
mass production emerging in the nineteenth century, the term in fact dates back to the eighteenth 
century when the early republic yearned for stability and unity.  As financial historian Songho 
Ha writes, “American System” denoted a break with European markets and the construction of a 
secure and unified American economic program:  “The ultimate goal of the American System 
was the creation of a domestic market,” Ha explains (11).  “Proponents of the American System 
envisioned a country that was politically united, internationally free of European conflicts, 
economically diversified and culturally advanced” (2).  As a nationalist project, the American 
System thus referred to an economic agenda with the goal of financial independence for the 
young U.S. 
But the American System also served political, cultural, and nationalist programs.  “To 
realize this vision” of economic independence, Ha continues,  
political leaders like Henry Clay of Kentucky and John Quincy Adams of 
Massachusetts implemented protective tariffs, executed internal improvements of 
roads and canals, opened a national bank and sold federal land to raise revenue.  
   3 
Not content with merely economic reforms, they sought to improve the 
intellectual and social quality of American life by creating observatories, building 
libraries, investing in steam technology and organizing a national university.  As 
such, the American System represented to its framers nothing less than an attempt 
to create an economically unified and culturally refined nation. (2)  
Even in its embryonic stage, the American System described an ordering of the U.S. along the 
norms of unity and conformity.  Daniel Walker Howe explains that under the American System, 
“The leading values of the culture, such as order, harmony, purposefulness and improvement, 
found expression in the form of an economic program.  Through this System, the future of 
America would be shaped in accordance with those values” (137).  The American System refers 
not just to particular modes of industrial production, then, but also to the dissemination of 
national values such as efficiency, order, and conformity.  As Ha sums up:  the American System 
“was first and foremost a political expression of American nationalism” (2). 
By the early decades of the twentieth century, these processes of regulation, 
standardization, and modernization had spread like a “monstrous organism” throughout 
American culture, as James observes, altering the way individuals thought, behaved, and 
interacted.  “In the modern culture, industry, industrial processes, and industrial products have 
progressively gained upon humanity,” Thorstein Veblen wrote in 1906, “until these creations of 
man’s ingenuity have latterly come to take the dominant place in the cultural scheme; and it is 
not too much to say that they have become the chief force in shaping men’s daily life, and 
therefore the chief factor in shaping men’s habits of thought” (17).  Indeed, in The Principles of 
Scientific Management (1911), Frederick Winslow Taylor explains that although his ideas were 
“originally prepared for presentation to The American Society of Mechanical Engineers,” he 
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hopes “that it will be clear to other readers that the same principles can be applied with equal 
force to all social activities:  to the management of our homes; the management of our farms; the 
management of the business of our tradesmen, large and small; of our churches, our 
philanthropic institutions, our universities, and our governmental departments” (7-8).  In a 
similar way, an entry Henry Ford anonymously penned for Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1926 
defined “Mass Production” as a general way of thinking more so than a particular mechanical 
process:  “Mass production is not merely quantity production, for this may be had with none of 
the requisites of mass production.  Nor is it merely machine production, which also may exist 
without any resemblance to mass production.  Mass production is the focussing upon a 
manufacturing project of the principles of power, accuracy, economy, system, continuity, and 
speed” (qtd. in Hounshell 217).   
 These standardizing principles promoted by Ford and Taylor, and observed by Veblen 
and James shaped Americans’ “habits of thought” by attempting to erase forms of human 
difference manifest as the ugly, vulgar, and crude.  Indeed, the unsightly was increasingly 
becoming a problem in modern America.  “Who, knowing our America and understanding the 
life in our towns and cities,” Sherwood Anderson asked in 1917, “can close his eyes to the fact 
that life here is for the most part an ugly affair?” (438).  Offering “An Apology for Crudity,” 
Anderson defended what many termed the “cult of the foul” in American literature, a style of 
writing that exposed the crudeness of modernity, and that caused H. L. Mencken to lament 
America’s “libido for the ugly” a decade later.  From Edith Wharton’s heroine Lily Bart who 
fears, perhaps more than anything, becoming “dingy” in The House of Mirth (1905); to “The 
Book of the Grotesque” that opens Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio (1919); to T. S. Eliot’s vision of 
the modern world as a tired, dirty Waste Land (1922); to the “valley of ashes” and “grotesque 
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gardens” (27) of The Great Gatsby (1925); to the repulsive freaks of William Faulkner’s, Carson 
McCuller’s, and Erskine Caldwell’s South, many writers during the early twentieth century 
portrayed a nation at odds with the repellent realities of modernity.  Looking for a new 
representational framework to express the American scene in literature, writers found inspiration 
in the underside of modern life.  As Ernest Hemingway wrote to his father in 1925:  “You see 
I’m trying in all my stories to get the feeling of the actual life across—not to just depict life—or 
criticize it—but to actually make it alive.  So that when you have read something by me you 
actually experience the thing.  You can’t do this without putting in the bad and the ugly as well 
as what is beautiful.  Because if it is all beautiful you can’t believe in it.  Things aren’t that way” 
(33).  Ugliness may have meant truth and reality to Hemingway, but to many others it signified 
an intolerable and dangerous form of difference, a failure to conform to the standardizing 
principles of a modern nation. 
This project revives America’s “ugly affair” to argue that a modernist cult of or libido for 
the repellent ordered literary style and taste in the American System during the early twentieth 
century.  While previous studies have examined ugly things (waste, feelings, bodies), my project 
instead identifies and analyzes an entire discourse of difference that shaped early-twentieth-
century literature.  Modernism and the American System:  Standardization, Ugliness, Literature, 
1900-1930 argues that ugliness arises in response to a new language of standardization that 
emerged in the early decades of the twentieth century.  Institutions such as eugenics, ugly laws, 
the City Beautiful movement, and the scientific rationalism of Frederick Winslow Taylor and 
Henry Ford promised to eliminate the waste of the previous century, fashioning America as 
sleek, efficient, and above all, modern.  I argue that ugliness disrupts this new aesthetic economy 
by de-legitimizing the norms established by the American System.  By considering a cross-
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section of modernist texts and genres, Modernism and the American System contends that the 
proliferation of “ugly panic”—anxiety that arises in the absence of standardized norms—
animates new representational modes for authors to conceptualize modernity.  In this way, my 
project illustrates an alternative American modernism based not on the shimmering and 
streamlined aesthetics of progress, but on the dirty, deviant styles of modern difference. 
In The Ugly Laws:  Disability in Public (2009), Susan Schweik writes that “In late-
nineteenth-century America, a particular form of visibility gained attention, associated with the 
politics of identifying and controlling the ‘ugly’” (30).  The municipal legislation, police 
enforcement, and civic regulation that removed the unsightly (mainly disabled and deformed 
individuals) from public places—what was termed “ugly law”—“may be understood as an 
interlocked attempt to map and contain deviance” (28), Schweik explains; “the politics of fear 
and aversion that underpin all forms of the ugly laws again motivate a normative gaze that seeks 
to contain and institutionalize forms of human difference that lie at the intersection of disability 
and poverty” (33).1  Such a “politics of fear and aversion,” I argue, structures beliefs about 
                                                
1 Methods to control such difference within urban space were not always visual; as Nick Yablon 
writes, “intense scrutiny [was] given to urban soundscapes during the Progressive Era—from the 
various attempts to inscribe sound effects in naturalist and utopian literature to the reform 
societies founded to suppress street noises,” “noise was beginning to be conceived as sound ‘out 
of place’” (629, 630).  Yablon continues:  “Dissatisfied with the temporal approach of existing 
city ordinances, which merely proscribed loud activities on Sunday and holidays or during 
school hours, [“civic elites”] strove for a more systematic solution that would take into account 
the totality of urban space.  One outcome was the enactment of ‘Quiet Zones’ ordinances in New 
York between 1907 and 1912, which prohibited various noises from certain localities (hospitals, 
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American ugliness during this modernist era, teaching citizens what to fear and avoid according 
to a hierarchy of modern aesthetics.  Ugliness becomes a way to talk about unwanted “forms of 
human difference” in American culture, adding fuel to the standardizing protocols of the 
American System.  Under this program, the cultural regulation standardization provides acts as a 
methodology and ideology to contain and even erase difference—that which is ugly, crude, or 
vulgar.  In this way, ugliness of the twentieth century becomes prescriptive; rather than merely 
describing a certain kind of modern visibility, categories of difference as defined by standardized 
American culture create ugliness.  Unsightliness signals cultural degeneracy, making (visible) 
individuals malformed by industry and poverty, and measuring them against the general, 
“normative” American population.  Ugliness provides a way to diagnose parts of the American 
System that are worn down, broken, or ailing.  In this way, ugliness and standardization 
constitute a dynamic and seemingly endless feedback loop of cultural regulation:  standardization 
creates categories of difference (such as ugliness) in order to sustain its normalizing power, 
while ugliness marks gaps and fissures where the American System fails, thus prompting 
increased regulation.  Standardization needs ugliness, in other words, to boost its agenda, while 
                                                                                                                                                       
schools, asylums, court houses, and places of worship), thus permitting the ‘necessary’ noises of 
industrial activity and the ethnic sounds of street music provided they were confined to their 
respective sections of the city.  While foreshadowing the ‘zoning ordinances’ then being 
advocated by urban planners to constrain skyscraper construction and land use and thus contain 
the threat of socio-spatial flux, this legislation was also a response to perceived changes in the 
modern soundscape” (632).  I would also align the establishment of these “Quiet Zones” with the 
ugly laws Schweik outlines which also attempted to control and order public American space—
“to map and contain deviance”—albeit using visual rather than aural cues.  
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ugliness needs standardization as a norm against which to define itself, to bring itself into being.  
I take this troubled relationship between American difference and the American System’s 
impulse to normalize it as the locus of this project.  By analyzing literary and cultural texts that 
showcase ugliness in the modern world, Modernism and the American System thus examines a 
modernism that theorizes human difference—the crude, repellent, and vulgar—and what that 
difference means for literature in the age of American standardization. 
In recent years, literary scholarship has turned to this era of the unsightly, narrating a 
“politics” of the ugly from various cultural and historical perspectives.  Schweik herself outlines 
this aesthetic discipline from a legal standpoint within disability studies, illustrating how and 
why ugly laws of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries exiled the unwanted—for 
instance, the unsightly beggar—from public spaces and, thus, the American imagination.  For 
Schweik, ugliness emerges as a legal problem during the modern era that “reflected specific 
social and economic developments” (30).  Taking a more theoretical approach, Sianne Ngai 
treats negative emotions as an affective strategy in Ugly Feelings (2005)—she reads envy, 
irritation, paranoia, and disgust, for example, as giving “rise to a noncathartic aesthetic:  art that 
produces and foregrounds a failure of emotional release . . . and does so as a kind of politics” (9).  
From a literary scholar’s standpoint, Lesley Higgins argues in The Modernist Cult of Ugliness:  
Aesthetic and Gender Politics (2002) that male writers such as Ezra Pound used ugliness to 
shape modernism as an explicitly anti-feminine aesthetic movement.  More recently, Jani 
Scandura’s Down in the Dumps:  Place, Modernity, American Depression (2008) “stages an 
encounter with the past through its dumps,” examining how modernism discriminates between 
that “which is refused and that which remains” (21, 23).  Scandura’s work follows in the 
tradition of Patricia Yaeger’s Dirt and Desire:  Reconstructing Southern Women’s Writing, 
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1930-1990 (2000) that “examine[s] the problem of neglect, of the throwaway” to “explore the 
prevalence in southern women’s writing of flesh that has been ruptured or riven by violence, of 
fractured, excessive bodies telling us something that diverse southern cultures don’t want us to 
say” (xi, xiii).  “[I]nstead of the grotesque as decadent southern form,” Yaeger “want[s] to 
examine the importance of irregular models of the body within an extremely regulated society 
and to focus on figures of damaged, incomplete, or extravagant characters described under 
rubrics peculiarly suited to southern histories in which the body is simultaneously fractioned and 
overwhelmed” (xiii).  Susan Strasser’s Waste and Want:  A Social History of Trash (1999) 
likewise examines the products of “an extremely regulated society”:  “Trash is created by 
sorting,” she writes, “Sorting the dirty from the clean—removing the shoes from the table, 
putting the spattered clothing in the washing machine—involves systematic ordering and 
classifying” (5).  By arguing that American “Rubbish took on new meanings in an emerging 
consumer culture, as it became identified with the poor, people who stood outside that culture” 
(18), Strasser thus engages us in “Discussions of marginal places and marginal behaviors [that] 
often merge with discussions about marginal people” (8). 
These recent studies—detailing laws, literature, debris, bodies, and feelings—all place 
ugliness at the center of various methodologies and inquiries, but they treat the repellent as a 
relatively narrow, specified discourse contingent upon, but largely subsumed within, other facets 
of American cultural history.  That is, they delimit the unsightly to particular lexicons (affective, 
the avant-garde), spaces (dumps, bodies), histories (legal), and geographies (the South).  Rather 
than a system that identifies various forms of difference within an increasingly normative U.S. 
culture, ugliness appears in previous scholarship as a freakish and marginal curiosity. 
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Modernism and the American System takes a broader view to show how ugliness dictated 
the way Americans thought about and constructed the modern world.  As a cultural measuring 
stick that assesses the nation’s distance from a standardized norm, ugliness marks a falling away 
from those efforts—scientific, literary, geographical, political—established by the American 
System.  By being excessive, unruly, unappealing, and wasteful, ugliness violates the aesthetic 
norm of an efficient and streamlined nation.  In turn, it informs Americans’ beliefs about the 
entire experience of modern living:  what homes to build, whom to allow into the country, what 
technology to develop, how to educate children, what literature and art to value, what industry to 
pursue, what clothes to wear.  As the following chapters show, this American preoccupation with 
ugliness emerges out of a national consciousness coming to terms with the establishment—and 
failure—of American standards.  Ugliness is not a trope or subject of modernism, then, but the 
very prism through which Americans perceived the modern world.  It constitutes a value system 
that helps Americans conceptualize, classify, and make legible the values of a new century:  it 
orders the nation’s understanding of difference and normativity, as well as its (literary) 
modernity.  Indeed, identifying and taming ugliness brings America into modern times, for it is 
this struggle between the normative and the vulgar that defines so many of the issues that 
dominate the twentieth century:  artistic and literary values, to be sure, but also ideas about 
science, rationality, education, city planning, and national identity.   
 To narrate the tension between American standardization and ugliness, Modernism and 
the American System uses multiple genres of literature (poetry, fiction, memoir, avant-garde, 
social realist), a range of histories (literary, economic, technological, aesthetic), in addition to 
various types of cultural artifacts.  I buttress close readings of fiction and poetry with archival 
material such as reviews, journalism, advertisements, advice columns, letters, sketches, and 
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criticism that announced ugliness as a problem modern Americans should fear.  These texts teach 
a reading public how to identify, avoid, and tame ugliness in everyday life—from toys to cities, 
to billboards and backyards.  I begin at the start of the twentieth century, as James records his 
unfortunate encounter in The American Scene, with Upton Sinclair’s sensational social realism 
that reinvents the sentimental narrative for an ugly nation.  From there, I analyze how the avant-
garde plays with, the middlebrow normalizes, and finally, the Harlem Renaissance ultimately 
dismisses ugliness as a style of American modernism.  I close this study of modern American 
ugliness just before the stock market crash of October 1929, a moment when seemingly all the 
standards of American living collapse.  
In constructing this archive of the growing tension between the standard and the ugly, I 
am less interested in the production of aesthetic judgment for the literary movements, texts, and 
styles I discuss—that is, why they are coded as ugly—as I am in the circulation of these ugly 
discourses within American culture—that is, how they affect the institution of American 
literature as a system of norms and standards, as well as its body of readers.  Rather than merely 
the plain or unbeautiful, the ugliness in the following texts skews the aesthetic and cultural 
values of standardization to which the twentieth century tenuously clung.  Although both appear 
in my readings of texts and artifacts, I distinguish ugliness from the grotesque, which can and 
usually does contain an element of fantasy and the surreal.  As Mary Cass Canfield wrote in 
1927, “The grotesque, then, . . . is a denial of reality; it is a denizen of that unreal world so 
necessary to those whose feet are bruised by the hard road of fact. . . . The grotesque is a twisted, 
fog-ridden forest in that Never-Never-Land which is the home of those who find mortal flesh a 
prison” (5).  On the contrary, ugliness tends to be rooted in the real.  As a realistic aesthetic, 
ugliness attracts modernist writers who yearn for a way to represent the modern world as 
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truthfully as possible.  In the minds of many like Hemingway and Anderson, modernist writing 
should narrate life in the twentieth century not with surrealism or fantasy, but with the gritty 
portrayal of ugliness and gross aesthetics.  In this way, writers and artists of all mediums will 
make the modern world legible to audiences—high, middle, and low—across the nation. 
Modernism and the American System thus offers a new reading of American modernism, 
illustrating how ugliness united readers in communities of disgust and repulsion in the first half 
of the twentieth century.  Ugliness, particularly as it was expressed in literature, provided a 
potentially unifying aesthetic experience that joined readers by causing them to feel in a similar 
way.  These texts taught Americans to become aesthetically literate, able to recognize and 
disavow the unstandardized people, experiences, and artifacts of modernity.  In so doing, the 
following poems, novels, stories, letters, ads, reviews, and illustrations created subjects who 
interpreted modernity using aesthetic values as cultural and national norms.  Indeed, feeling 
disgust and repulsion was a fundamental experience of modernity; in an era of social 
fragmentation, reacting to ugliness with displeasure theoretically promised social cohesion 
among individuals from varying classes, ethnicities, and geographical regions.  Disgust “unite[s] 
the world of impartial spectators into a moral community, as coshareres of the same sentiments, 
as guardians of propriety and purity,” William Ian Miller writes:  “Disgust helps define 
boundaries between us and them and me and you.  It helps prevent our way from being 
subsumed into their way” (195, 50).  My project argues that literature in the first part of the 
twentieth century intensely policed aesthetic values in American culture, using ugliness as a 
means to create at least the illusion of national unity by constructing ideological, geographical, 
national, aesthetic, and literary boundaries between “us and them and me and you.”  Modernism 
is traditionally thought of an era of social fragmentation; yet the loss of standardized norms—and 
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the portrayal of the ugly, crude, and vulgar in their place—provided a coherent epistemological 
framework with which readers (and even non-readers alike) could better understand the modern 
world.  Ugliness may have repelled individuals, then, but it galvanized a nation. 
 
Standardizing Modern America, “the Land of Fordismus” 
Ugliness disrupted the American System because it violated the standardizing ethos of a 
new century.  This impulse—referred to at various times throughout the twentieth century as 
Fordism, Taylorism, scientific rationalism, and bureaucratic management—aimed to construct a 
streamlined, efficient, and rational nation.  “Arriving around 1900 and gaining momentum after 
1910,” Robert H. Wiebe writes, “the bureaucratic orientation did not reach its peak of success 
until the nineteen twenties” (149).  Radically shifting how Americans perceived the modern 
world as a system of relationships, this new philosophy “was an interlocked pattern of rigid 
rules, laws for the world of the factory” that would spread from industrial settings, as I show in 
Chapter 4, to the general American culture after the first World War (151).  As 
bureaucratic/scientific management arose in the early decades of the twentieth century, it 
produced “Endless talk of order and efficiency, endless analogies between society and well-oiled 
machinery” (154).  It drew on models of industrial efficiency by Frederick Winslow Taylor and 
Henry Ford, and “predicated unity upon a perfect meshing of society’s parts, a frictionless 
operation analogous to the factory under a pure scientific management” (156).  Indeed, “Ford’s 
work and its emulation by other manufacturers led to the establishment of what could be called 
the ethos of mass production in America,” David Hounshell writes: 
The creation of this ethos marks a significant moment in the development of mass 
production and consumption in America.  Certain segments of American society 
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looked at Ford’s and the entire automobile industry’s ability to produce large 
quantities of goods at surprisingly low costs.  When they did so, they wondered 
why, for example, housing, furniture, and even agriculture could not be 
approached in precisely the same manner in which Ford approached the 
automobile. (11) 
As industry conformed to the same standards throughout the country, so too did the 
nation’s inhabitants.  “The whole scheme of American life, as well as the structure of classes and 
the economy of the family,” Charles and Mary Beard write in their mammoth history, The Rise 
of American Civilization (1927),  
felt the impress of the changing machine process as mass production . . . scattered 
the same commodities and identical ideas over the entire country. . . .Within a 
week of their announcement the modes of New York, Boston, and Chicago 
became the modes of Winesburg, Gopher Prairie, and Centerville and swept on 
without delay into remote mountain fastness.  Thus the technology of 
interchangeable parts was reflected in the clothing, sports, amusements, literature, 
architecture, manners, and speech of the multitude.  The curious stamp of 
uniformity . . . sank deeper and deeper into every phase of national life—material 
and spiritual. (758, 759) 
It is no surprise, then, that everywhere James went in this new America, Leon Edel attests, he 
“discovered a desire among people for ‘sameness’ rather than difference” (594).  Scientific 
management and bureaucratic thought blanket American culture, conforming disparate classes, 
neighborhoods, and ethnicities to similar tastes.  “Under the remorseless hammering of the 
machine was effected a standardization of American society that daily increased in precision and 
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completeness,” Beard and Beard conclude:  within “the land of Fordismus,” “Nothing escaped its 
iron strokes” (811, 759).  Cultivating “a managed life” based on the organizational guidelines 
applied in factories promised Americans greater control in an era of economic, cultural, and 
political flux (Banta 4).  “No wonder that numbers, statistical graphs, blueprints for machine 
parts, and grids for measuring the physical world were viewed as armatures protecting order and 
predictability—instruments for bringing into conjunction a universe and a social structure 
obedient to an interlocking network of general laws,” Martha Banta explains:  “Random stabs 
into the murk of laissez-faire practices were no longer sufficient in the realm of advanced 
capitalism.  Planning and principles were all” (28).  The plans and principles that governed 
American industry would prove equally useful to order the everyday lives of Americans.  
“Cohesion was a basic American issue,” Wiebe notes, and Americans, particularly those in the 
city, “daily felt the need for continuity and regularity” (159, 153).  
The growth of government administration as well as the birth of Progressive-Era 
movements and social organizations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reflect a 
growing desire and need in American culture for the “continuity and regularity” of standardized 
ways of living.  One such philosophy, euthenics, transferred principles of scientific management 
from factories into other arenas of American culture—particularly homes and schools—
providing a program for organizing daily life.  “Not through chance, but through increase of 
scientific knowledge,” Ellen H. Richards declared in Euthenics:  The Science of Controllable 
Environment, A Plea for Better Living Conditions as a First Step Toward Higher Human 
Efficiency (1910); “not through compulsion, but through democratic idealism consciously 
working through common interests, will be brought about the creation of right conditions, the 
control of the environment” (vii).  Euthenics, which “precedes eugenics,” Richards notes, is a 
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program for “The betterment of living conditions, through conscious endeavor, for the purpose 
of securing efficient human beings” (vii).  By applying the principles of scientific management 
to everyday living, Richards and other euthenicists taught Americans how to achieve the “right 
conditions” that would in turn allow them to have complete “control of the environment,” 
particularly relating to sanitation and health:  “This new science seeks to emphasize the 
immediate duty of man to better his condition by availing himself of knowledge already at 
hand,” Richards writes:  “As far as in him lies must make application of this knowledge to secure 
his greatest efficiency under conditions which he can create or under such existing conditions as 
he may not be able wholly to control, but such as he may modify” (viii).  This kind of thinking 
allowed ideals from the assembly line—such as organization, rationalism, and efficiency—to 
spread outward throughout American culture, affecting the ways in which ordinary citizens 
conducted their daily lives; it transformed the American System of economics, in other words, 
into the American lifestyle. 
Other programs such as the City Beautiful movement, the campaign for Better Homes in 
America, “Beautiful America Clubs,” and the New York City Flower Mission (which I discuss in 
greater detail in Chapter 3) absorbed these values and methods of bureaucratic thinking and 
scientific rationalism to combat the overall decay of America through organizing civic and 
municipal resources.  While these programs promise to “beautify” the nation, they are actually 
less about cultivating beauty and more about establishing particular norms for American 
domesticity, space, and taste.  For instance, “The beauty sought by City Beautiful advocates,” 
William H. Wilson explains, “was scarcely ever specifically defined, except by such 
supplementary nouns as proportion, harmony, symmetry, and scale” (79)—in other words, 
principles of scientific rationalism and management.  By establishing and promoting guidelines 
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for American living, these programs worked to temper the spread of ugliness across the nation.  
Indeed, “efficiency, rationality, and science set contemporary standards for ‘the best way’ to the 
best society,” while the unsightly, crude, and vulgar undid them, prompting fears about the worst 
of society (Banta 81).  If standardization represents modern progress—the ability of the nation to 
organize and clean itself up—then ugliness signifies its failure to do so.  By symbolizing the 
degenerate, the non-normative, and the unruly, ugliness breaches the values of a nation trying to 
control the unpredictable processes of modernity.  An ugly nation, that is to say, is an 
unregulated nation. 
 The City Beautiful movement in particular exemplifies the standardizing ethos of the 
modern era.  In its “heydey . . . from about 1900 to 1910,” it “saw middle- and upper-middle-
class Americans attempt to refashion their cities into beautiful, functional entities” (Wilson 1).  
As a political, civic, economic, and ultimately aesthetic program influenced by Frederick Law 
Olmsted, whose “secular vision was of a perfect democracy, with the poor and deprived raised to 
a cultural level of gentility and refined comprehension,” the City Beautiful campaign worked for 
“converting ugliness to beauty and for controlling and enhancing economic and physical growth” 
(11, 4).  Proponents of the movement “wished to supplant the pervading ugly and unkempt 
atmosphere of the American city” (78); indeed, President of the American Civic Association 
(ACA), J. Horace McFarland, lectured about the City Beautiful movement across the nation, 
calling it “the crusade against ugliness” (qtd. in Wilson 78).  The goal of the these efforts, then, 
was to control public spaces in America by painting them with one brush, so to speak—to 
conform them to the unifying aesthetic of order, rationality, and simplicity of scientific and 
bureaucratic management.  “What [supporters of the CB movement] wanted turns out to be the 
centralization of urban functions and politics, the protection of property and property values, and 
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the exercise of class and social control over the (to them) dangerous urban masses,” Wilson 
writes:  “Other goals included the development of a city bureaucracy dedicated to municipal 
cleanliness, order, and the pursuit of legitimate business goals, and the recruitment of the experts 
to deal with large-scale problems of public health, transportation, and the like” (76).  These 
offices and reforms, then, perceived “beauty” as a regimented system of control and order.  
Carefully cultivated parks, landscapes, “public comfort stations,” and other municipal 
improvements transformed the “ugly and unkempt” chaos of American cities into orderly, 
functional, and efficient sites of national pride that mimicked the order found in the factories of 
Ford and Taylor.2  These parks, like the assembly lines, used the principles of uniformity, 
regularity, and predictability to produce a particular product; rather than Model Ts, however, 
they promised to churn out good democratic citizens with the precision of machines.  At the 
same time, City Beautiful efforts supported and depended upon the expansion of American 
bureaucracy, administering “cultural hegemony by asserting control over the definition of beauty 
and the manipulation of civic symbols” (81).  In this way, the scientific rationalism of programs 
                                                
2 “Public Comfort Stations”—essentially public restrooms—were constructed in cities across the 
nation during the early twentieth century to improve the sanitary, moral, and aesthetic conditions 
of urban America.  Meticulously engineered and promoted by the American Civic Association, 
these facilities policed various forms of public waste:  “It is not only public convenience and 
public health that are conserved by such provisions,” Frederick L. Ford of the Department of 
City Making writes, “but good order and morality as well.  All saloons have conveniences, 
frequently insanitary [sic] and dangerous” (Public Comfort Stations 8).  Such public comfort 
stations, it was believed, would aid in the “beautification” process of American space by 
cleaning up (or at least allocating the proper place for) the nation’s unwanted and unsightly trash. 
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like the City Beautiful standardizes public American life, fashioning an attractive, orderly, and 
modern nation out of a disorganized mass of individuals. 
 This normalizing process soon moved from factories and public spaces to the domestic, 
private space of the American home.  As Martha Banta writes, “By the second decade of the 
twentieth century, the principles of rationalization and standardization had been brought into 
factory lives and office lives; they also had made their way forcefully into women’s space 
through the highly publicized introduction of Taylorism into the home” (233).  Literature 
distributed by the ACA instructed individual citizens to “beautify” their homes, showing them 
how to conform to national standards of order and utility.  In the early years of the century, the 
Outdoor Art Department published Suggestions for Beautifying the Home, Village and Roadway, 
a pamphlet penned by Warren H. Manning, Vice-President of the OAD, that applies these 
aesthetic and managerial principles to domestic spaces.  Manning associates ugliness with 
uselessness, filth, and disorganization:  the act of “beautifying” involves arranging domestic 
space to achieve a certain sense of proportion, harmony, and order.  Advising readers to “Abate 
all disagreeable sights, smells and sounds”—including “rubbish” and “public advertising”—“as 
public nuisances,” Manning instructs them, step-by-step, to: 
First make a simple plan of grounds, with such clearly defined 
compartments as lawn and garden, kitchen, laundry and stable yards with only 
walks that are required, and upon which planting is indicated. 
Use hardy shrubs, vines, trees and flowering plants against bare walls to 
hide bad views, to frame in turf areas, and at the base of buildings to merge hard 
angles into flowing lines of landscape. 
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Use tender plants and annuals in flower-gardens, flower-boxes or beds at 
edge, not in center of lawn. 
Use few large trees in small places. 
Consider ultimate, not present, size of all plants in planning. 
Use a few reliable plants in large quantities first. (2) 
In addition to the rigid regulation of space according to function, Manning emphasizes the use of 
plants to transform unsightly, unruly spaces into attractive ones because they “unif[y] discordant 
architectural features” (3).  He illustrates these principles in a series of photographs that 
showcase “a neat and orderly home” (4) (see Figure 1.1).  These pictures show a stark and 
angular home at the top of the page that has—through the strategic draping of vines and plants, 
including “An abundance of flowering vines on piazza posts” and “flowers always in window or 
piazza boxes” (5)—become “softened” (4).  Although Manning warns that “neatness and good 
order do not alone make beauty” (4), he emphasizes that they can provide pleasure, reminding 
readers that the disciplined space of “public parks and playgrounds,” for instance, helps city 
dwellers in particular “to find relief from the inevitable noise and repulsiveness of city life and 
conditions as they go daily to the home to seek relief from the cares of business” (11).  In this 
way, Manning aligns home beautification with the national regiment of scientific rationalism:  
the home now becomes the site of bureaucratic management. 
 Manning’s pamphlet allows non-professionals—the average citizen—to fall in line with 
the standards of the modern nation.  In addition to the American Civic Association, Beautiful 
America Clubs placed the power of scientific rationalism into the hands of everyday Americans 
with the plan of making a more beautiful, orderly nation, one home at a time.  In January 1904, 
Ladies’ Home Journal announced the birth of a new column to be written by J. Horace 
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McFarland, President of the ACA.  Quoting an epigraph from William Morris about lessening 
the gap between “the fields where the beasts live and the streets where men live,” McFarland 
explains in his first essay that he has 
been asked, as a representative of a great national organization for civic 
improvement, to talk with the readers of this magazine as to their share in the 
making of a truly beautiful America.  It is hoped, in the months to follow, to 
present some suggestions that may cause a concerted as well as an individual 
effort to be made for a progressive, logical improvement.  If only half of the good 
women of America who glance at this page become interested to the point of a 
little simple action, we may see in a short space of time, comparatively, William 
Morris’s hope realized, and more.  We can have clean homes first, and then clean 
and beautiful streets, farms, towns and cities. (15) 
From January 1904 through April of 1907, McFarland published his column in Ladies’ Home 
Journal that offered advice about how to eliminate ugliness from everyday lives and homes, 
thereby revealing the true beauty of the nation.  “The natural beauty of America is scarcely a 
thought in the lives of millions of our people,” McFarland laments:  “We accept the ugliness of 
our home premises, the filth of our streets, the monotony of our highways, as necessary, and 
have little thought of the natural outdoor beauty we are entitled to” (15).  By encouraging readers 
to reject the ugliness of their surroundings, McFarland galvanizes American citizens, particularly 
women, to adopt the standardizing philosophy of scientific rationalism.  In order to arouse the 
nation’s beauty, McFarland gives advice on “Beautifying Country School Grounds” (May 1907), 
“Cleaning Up in the Small Town” (November 1905), and even converting “An Ugly Back Yard . 
. . into a Garden” (April 1907).  He also features particular national eyesores such as Niagara 
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(January 1906), Memphis (June 1906), Pittsburgh (September 1906), and Washington D. C. 
(January 1907); and even sponsors “‘Before’ and ‘After’” photograph contests for readers who 
submit evidence that they are making a difference in beautifying their community.  Hoping these 
examples would incite readers into action, McFarland urged “thousands of good women” to “get 
together, talk it all over, and move quietly but steadily and persistently on the dirt and the 
ugliness” (15).  To facilitate their organization into “Beautiful America Clubs,” McFarland even 
offers his “progressive women” readers special planning materials:  “There has been especially 
prepared, in small pamphlet form,” he announces, “a simple plan for the formation of a 
‘Beautiful America Club,’ and this I will gladly send to those who care to write to me for it, 
including a postage stamp” (15). 
 Even if they weren’t habitual readers of Ladies’ Home Journal, Americans could find 
similar advice in other guidebooks and literature widely produced and disseminated in the early 
decades of the twentieth century.  Everyman’s House (1925) by Caroline Bartlett Crane (with a 
foreword by Herbert Hoover), for instance, promotes President Calvin Coolidge’s belief that the 
Better Homes in America movement “plays a chief rôle in the development of the children of our 
nation for stability and uprightness,” just as it “raise[s] the standards of the American home” 
(Coolidge ix).  By instructing American “everymen” on cost-effective home care, Crane’s 
guidebook ensured that those who “long to build a home of their own but fear they cannot afford 
to” or who are “looking for ways in which to improve and adapt to present needs the house you 
already have” could participate in the national movement to better the American home (1, 2).  
Meanwhile, The Better Homes Manual (1931), edited by Blanche Halbert as part of the 
University of Chicago Home Economics Series, includes essays—such as “Elimination of Waste 
in Home Building and Home Financing,” “Reducing the Cost of the House by the Use of 
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Factory-Made Parts,” “Reducing Costs by Standardization of Parts,” “Important Considerations 
in Furniture Selection and Arrangement,” “Considerations in Planning the Flower Garden,” and 
“The Development of Better Farm Homes”—that emphasize orderliness, efficiency, and cost-
effectiveness within the home.  Entire chapters are even devoted to “House-Planning Essentials” 
(Chapter V) and “Housing Standards” (Chapter XV) that advise readers on the norms of home 
building, maintenance, and decoration.  The guidebook also includes useful tables, figures, 
photographs, and drawings to help readers visualize their own home beautiful.  One sketch, for 
example, showcases a potentially messy city lot that has been transformed using the principles of 
the Better Homes movement into an attractive, useful, and organized space.   
 As it spread from industrial to civic to domestic realms, the standardizing ethos of the 
twentieth century offered Americans a way to order the modern world, to make sense of what 
felt like an increasingly chaotic and unpredictable place.  By ordering backyards, roadways, and 
public parks into carefully regimented spaces, such efforts to “beautify” America deployed a new 
system of scientific and bureaucratic management that in turn shaped national identity and taste.3  
This philosophy would take on even greater significance after WWI.  Under Herbert Hoover’s 
reign as Secretary of Commerce during the 1920s, these principles of standardization engendered 
                                                
3 Nancy Bentley describes a similar concept, the “museum idea,” in Frantic Panoramas:  
American Literature and Mass Culture, 1870-1920 (2009).  “[I]n the later nineteenth century,” 
Bentley writes, “the museum is not just an institution or site but a resonant, organizing idea with 
a profound influence on cultural perception itself” (22).  Writers such as Henry James, Edith 
Wharton, and William Dean Howells draw on the rationalizing and organizing principles of the 
museum idea, which evoked “a new kind of cultural authority,” to “distill the values of high 
cultural authority and distinction” (22).  See Bentley 22-30. 
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a much-needed sense of stability and predictability, answering President Harding’s call in 1921 
for a return to “normalcy.”  Ugliness breaks with these values, marking fissures throughout 
American culture—in toys, billboards, slums, cities, schools, clothes, and faces—that defy the 
rationalism of scientific and bureaucratic management.  In doing so, the unsightly symbolizes a 
new, unwelcome reality within the American scene. 
This spread of ugliness from common urban and industrial sites of decay to highbrow 
arenas of American art and literature signaled a dangerous degradation of American taste and 
standards.  Indeed, space wasn’t the only dimension of American culture to undergo this shift to 
a standardizing ethos:  if organizing space allowed the country to create a particular kind of 
national order, then so too did the institutionalization—the normalization and standardization—
of American literature.  To be sure, Americans actively cultivated this kind of cultural regulation.  
Although the field of American literary studies had gradually been coalescing since the latter 
decades of the nineteenth century, it achieved status as an academic institution in the early part 
of the twentieth because of, as Gerald Graff puts it, “the impetus of wartime superpatriotism” 
(130).  At first, Graff writes, courses in American literature in the late nineteenth century—as 
well as “concurrently appearing American literature textbooks and histories—aroused protests, 
for the very idea of ‘American literature’ was to many minds a laughable contradiction in terms” 
(211).  Yet by 1900, Professor Fred Lewis Pattee claims, “One may say with positiveness that . . 
. American literature as an independent subject had been introduced into practically all of the 
American colleges” (215).  A demand during WWI for classes in patriotic topics—subjects that 
valorized American living, and thus the standardizing processes of Americanization—Graff 
continues, “caused American literature to be added to the curriculum everywhere,” making it a 
fixture in the academy (212).  “The astonishing growth of this single field during the past two or 
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three decades should of itself disarm criticism,” Pattee concludes; “The flood once started has 
gone to extremes. . . . Twenty-five years ago this attitude toward American literature would have 
been inconceivable” (219-20). 
As American literary identity cohered in the early decades of the twentieth century, 
textbooks such as The Standardization of American Poetry (1928) urged the regulation of 
literature for students from grade school up through college.  By presenting “illuminating 
evidence of a need of standardization in the field of literature,” Dr. Lorimer Victor Cavins—
Professor of Education at West Virginia University as well as, somewhat appropriately, Director 
of the Bureau of Investigation and Statistics—hoped to bring order and taste to the teaching of 
American poetry (2).  In part to solidify a curriculum, to standardize the difficulty of readings for 
each grade, and to eliminate the personal bias of teachers, Cavins sought to institute uniform 
standards of taste in classrooms across the nation.  “Teachers insist on teaching their favorite 
poems, irrespective of their fitness or of the number of times the pupils have had the same 
poem,” writes Cavins:  “Until the standards are definitely set up these favorite poems will remain 
the common property of all teachers of the curriculum and the pupils will remain the victims” 
(9).  In this way, the regulation of American literature served as an important tool in the 
dissemination and homogenization of cultural taste for a variety of young readers, particularly, as 
Nina Baym has written, for immigrant school children: 
What could be better suited for the Americanizing of the young immigrant, some 
argued, than a literature authored by native-born Americans—preferably of 
several generations’ descent—composed in English, expressing American values 
and representing American themes and events?  What more likely to deflect the 
(usually foreign-born) poor from their desire to have a substantial piece of the 
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country’s settled wealth than exposure to an idealism from whose lofty 
perspective the materialist struggle would seem unworthy?  The old textbook 
compilations could not provide the necessary tools for this new enterprise; one 
needed instruction in literature itself, immersion in works of truth and beauty 
within a nationalist framework supplied by historical and bibliographical guides. 
(462) 
American literature that mirrored the values of beauty under the American System—order, 
balance, and rationality—could facilitate the “beautification” of immigrant populations, just as 
civic programs promised.  Yet literature that revels in the unsightly refuses to partake in this 
normative movement to standardize American taste and values, thus proving dangerous to the 
nation.   
 Panic that literature was also succumbing to the decay of modernity soon spread 
throughout American culture, appearing in hyperbolic headlines and scathing critiques across the 
nation.  In December 1916, the conservative American poet Florence Earle Coates attacked 
modern poetry in an interview with the New York Times, calling it “godless” (Coates 12).  Her 
complaint:  that the state of art in general, and poetry more specifically, had grown ugly.  “Some 
of the modern poets deliberately choose distasteful subjects,” she insists, “subjects that are mean 
and morbid and base” (12).  While Coates refrains from naming names, she claims that “So 
many modern poets are interested in what is commonplace in the average and the common, and 
not in what is just as universal but on a higher level,” and even worse, that they “show a perverse 
affection for ugliness and ill-health” (12).  Coates decries modernist artists in particular because, 
in their pursuit of fame, they “ceased to be worshippers of beauty.  They found that disease and 
ugliness attracted attention more quickly than health and beauty” (12).  These new writers and 
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artists who worship ugliness, Coates attests, are more than distasteful; they are dangerous 
because they foster “godlessness” and immorality—in particular in “the young women in the 
streets of Paris, London, New York, and Philadelphia” who display “the lack of modesty shown 
in their dress and the poverty and vulgarity of ideals written on the faces of many of them” (12).  
While Coates does not clarify whether bad writing causes bad morals, or vice versa, she 
nevertheless links moral degradation to bad aesthetics.  She thus concludes with a wish that “all 
young poets would keep their minds and souls sensitive to the appeals of beauty” (12). 
More than a conservative backlash against a new generation of writing, Coates’s 
testimony speaks to a larger anxiety over, even fear of ugliness in American culture and letters 
that emerged in the first half of the twentieth century.  While ugliness had certainly been a part 
of American literature before 1900, in the early decades of the twentieth century it incited a 
national panic.  In 1912 British critic Frederic Harrison diagnosed a “Cult of the Foul” in Anglo-
American writing that he described as “The new craze under which we are now suffering”:  the 
“worship or admiration of the Ugly, the Nasty, the Brutal.  Poetry, Romance, Drama, Painting, 
Sculpture, Music, Manners, even Dress, are now recast to suit popular taste by adopting forms 
which hitherto have been regarded as unpleasing, gross, or actually loathsome” (“Rodin” 326-
27).  Like Coates, Harrison contends that literature that defies American standards causes the 
degeneration of values, morals, and tastes: 
There are Types, Standards, and Canons of Beauty both in literature and in art; 
and it is a cry of feebleness and conceit that a new literature and a new art are 
going to be invented by the sorry trick of defying all that the good sense of 
mankind has hitherto loved as beautiful and pleasing.  All this ends in a new form 
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obstreperous forms of vulgarism and anarchism.  And no form of either is more 
evidence than the fashionable attempt to discredit or discard beauty and harmony 
on the ground that they are signs of weakness or decay.  (“General Literature” 
123) 
Harrison claims to be a vanguard of tradition:  “I stand by the old Books, the old Classics, the old 
Style” (“General Literature” 123), he quips, but by decrying modern literature as the 
perpetuation of “Baroque Decadence” (more on this in Chapter 3) he upholds the standardizing 
ethos of the modern era.  He believes in the institution of “Types, Standards, and Canons of 
Beauty both in literature and in art” materializing in these early decades of the twentieth century.  
By defining unsightly literature as that which “discredit[s] or discard[s] beauty and harmony,” 
and by claiming that those who enjoy this literature display a kind of mental “feebleness,” 
Harrison diagnoses harbingers of the unsightly as beyond U.S. cultural norms. 
 Supporting Coates and Harrison, Charles Leonard Moore describes a similar lack of taste 
or standards in an essay for The Dial in 1913:  modern literature “has fashioned idols for itself as 
ugly as the fetiches of the South Sea islanders.  It has made a law that one subject is as good as 
another, and that only execution counts. . . . It has pushed aside the palaces and gardens and 
brought forth the alleys and the tenements.  Swamps, deserts, barren farmsteads, factory-ridden 
suburbs, are its delighted haunts” (124).  This “anything goes” mentality, Moore concludes, has 
led “the greater part of Europe and America [to be] submerged by the ugly, the abnormal, the 
unclean, and the merely dull” (124).  Meanwhile, in his “Apology for Crudity,” Sherwood 
Anderson defended representations of ugliness in American literature, arguing that rather than 
dangerous, they were actually useful and informative.  “For a long time I have believed that 
crudity is an inevitable quality in the production of a really significant present-day American 
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literature,” he wrote less than a year after Coates’s New York Times interview (437).  Anderson 
offers, if not a direct response to Coates’s diatribe, then a manifesto of crude art and literature in 
American culture.  Arguing that without acknowledging modern ugliness, American literature is 
doomed to trite superficiality, Anderson writes that “There is often great subtlety of plot and 
phrase” in modern writing, “but there is no reality” (438).  To remedy this situation, Anderson 
has us confront the degeneracy and ugliness—the forms of human difference—of modernity 
head-on so that “we can begin to approach the task of the present-day novelist with a new point 
of view” (438).   
In his 1928 Master of Arts thesis, “The Ugly and Its Place in Art and Literature,” Lester 
Hendren Stimmel corroborates Anderson’s belief that ugliness lends credibility and realism to 
American literature.  After summarizing and comparing theories of ugliness since Aristotle, 
Stimmel turns to modern beliefs about ugliness in his final section, “Present Viewpoint.”  His 
analysis is worth quoting at length: 
Recent aesthetic, fresh from the wave of idealism of the last century, is now 
following the trend of philosophy, science, and art, and elevating realism to the 
highest place.  We see things in a new light.  We consider the ugly details of 
“American Tragedy” as very fine art.  We have carried to the extreme the 
principle of Ruskin and Rosenkrantz, that the ugly is needed in order to portray 
the complete cross-section of life.  A remark was recently made in a class to the 
effect that “what was formerly called ugly” is now used to sharpen observation, to 
aid to the details necessary to the whole.  So the recent tendency . . . forgets that 
there is such a thing as idealism in art, or that there is such a thing as ugliness, and 
proceeds to use whatever it wants to in art.  The pendulum may swing back, 
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probably will, in fact, to a dreamy, yet satisfactory idealism; but right now this 
attitude is passé.  (65) 
Ugliness in Theodore Dreiser’s An American Tragedy (1925) is not only tolerated, Stimmel 
argues, but actually “needed” to represent modern life faithfully.  While rejected by many critics, 
the unsightly was increasingly considered by writers and artists as a necessary sin to represent 
the modern world.  In the end, whether literary vulgarism—representing the range of human 
differences within the modern American System—proved dangerous or truthful, its presence 
could not be ignored.  As it provided a scapegoat for a nation in flux, literary “crudity” gave 
readers a common enemy around which to unite.  Rippling throughout modern culture, ugliness 
sobered Americans to a new national reality. 
 
The Rise of Ugly Panic 
Ugliness was so pervasive and dangerous a power that Americans believed it could infect 
any cultural sphere, including literature, the national landscape, even children’s toys.  Indeed, an 
article published in the New York Times during the holiday shopping rush of 1922 warns “loving 
but misguided” parents about the dangerous effects of “ugly toys” on their children (“Ugly Toys” 
10).  “Why this cult for monstrosities?” the author pleads, “Why bring [ugly toys] into the 
nursery?” (10).  Likening ugly toys to “vulgar burlesques,” the author insists that unsightly 
playthings will have a detrimental effect upon young, impressionable minds:  “Straight, healthy 
minds are developed in the right mental surroundings, just as straight, healthy bodies are 
developed in the right physical ones” (10).  More than merely unsightly objects, these ugly toys 
threaten to do serious, irrevocable harm to a child’s psychological health and development, much 
like the vulgar poetry Coates condemns.  “No one, perhaps, knows the whole psychology of the 
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ugly toy and the child mind,” the author concludes, “but every one may be sure that the two go 
ill together” (10). 
Such ugly panic emerges from new forms of difference in the American scene.  
Immigrants, criminals, and the disabled—so-called products of urban America—threatened the 
rationality and predictability of the American System, while new technologies such as electricity 
and billboards violated the spaces this System had so meticulously regulated.  Many Americans, 
most notably sociologist Edward A. Ross, believed immigrants to be inherently unattractive, and 
thus a major threat to the regimented purity of American racial heritage.  “[I]t is fair to say that 
the blood now being injected into the veins of our people is ‘sub-common,’” Ross wrote in his 
eugenic treatise, The Old World in the New:  The Significance of Past and Present Immigration 
to the American People (1914); “To one accustomed to the aspect of the normal American 
population, the Caliban type shows up with a frequency that is startling [in the immigrant 
population]”: 
Observe immigrants not as they come travel-wan up the gang-plank, nor as they 
issue toil-begrimed from pit’s mouth or mill gate, but in their gatherings, washed, 
combed, and in their Sunday best.  You are struck by the fact that from ten to 
twenty per cent. are hirsute, low-browed, big-faced persons of obviously low 
mentality. . . . To the practical eye, the physiognomy of certain groups 
unmistakably proclaims inferiority of type.  I have seen gatherings of the foreign-
born in which narrow and sloping foreheads were the rule.  The shortness and 
smallness of the crania were very noticeable.  There was much facial asymmetry.  
Among the women, beauty, aside from the fleeting, epidermal bloom of girlhood, 
was quite lacking.  In every face there was something wrong:  lips thick, mouth 
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coarse, upper lip too long, cheek-bones too high, chin poorly formed, the bridge 
of the nose hollowed, the base of the nose tilted, or else the whole face 
prognathous.  There were so many sugar-loafed heads, moon-faces, slit mouths, 
lantern-jaws, and goose-bill noses that one might imagine a malicious jinn had 
amused himself by casting human beings in a set of skew-molds discarded by the 
Creator. (285, 286) 
This stereotype permeated American culture through such “studies” in the social sciences, 
painting foreign individuals as “the ugly immigrant.”  Although stories like Stephen Crane’s 
Maggie:  A Girl of the Streets (1893), and non-fiction such as Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half 
Lives (1890), exposed the horrid living conditions poor immigrants endured—revealing them to 
be the victims of economic, political, and cultural disenfranchisement—they nevertheless 
remained linked to modern (urban) decay. 
Ross’s valuations of foreign blood depend upon aesthetic judgments—upon categorizing 
individuals as ugly, crude, and vulgar based on the shape of their faces and heads.  By offering a 
taxonomy of ugliness based on the seemingly repulsive faces of immigrants (mostly from 
southern and eastern Europe), Ross imbues ugliness with a scientific legitimacy; he creates a 
way to classify individuals that encompasses—perhaps even replaces or transcends—race, 
gender, and ethnicity.  Ross and many others like him declared immigrant inferiority in the name 
of “science”—categorizing “aliens” is couched in the pseudo-medical terminology of a 
diagnosis.  Based on this skewed and troubling “science,” Ross concludes that “It is reasonable 
to expect an early falling off in the frequency of good looks in the American people.  It is 
unthinkable that so many persons with crooked faces, coarse mouths, bad noses, heavy jaws, and 
low foreheads can mingle their heredity with ours without making personal beauty yet more rare 
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among us than it actually is” (287).  Texts like Ross’s Old World in the New spread anxiety that 
unsightly aliens—with “crooked faces, coarse mouths, bad noses, heavy jaws, and low 
foreheads”—will do irrevocable harm to the U.S. 
Influenced by the work of Italian criminologist Cesare Lombroso, other sociological 
studies around the turn of the century, such as Havelock Ellis’s 1890 study, The Criminal, report 
a similar frequency of ugliness in the faces and heads of mendicants, murders, and petty thieves.  
Indeed, the drawings of malformed foreheads and asymmetrical faces Ellis includes of these 
criminals share a remarkable similarity to Ross’s descriptions of immigrants (see Figure 1.2).  
Like the new “aliens” in America, criminals are made visible by their apparent ugliness—their 
deviation from Anglo-Saxon features.  Those who disrupt the aesthetics of American 
democracy—order, harmony, equality—Russ Castronovo argues in Beautiful Democracy:  
Aesthetics and Anarchy in a Global Era (2007), are necessarily classified as criminal because 
they engender “the ugliness of agitation and anarchic passion” (41).  Susan Schweik likewise 
notes that the “ugly laws” of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries transformed disabled 
mendicants—through legal discourse—into the deficient and dangerous:  under this legislature, 
which pervaded American cities from San Francisco to Chicago to New York, “persons 
designated unsightly and disgusting constitute a criminal class subject to the full force of the 
law” (Ugly Laws 27).   
 In this way, ugliness becomes a founding principle—even a diagnostic tool—of the 
eugenics movement to remove immigrants, criminals, and the disabled from the American 
System.  “[E]ugenic criminology represented criminal bodies and discursively brought them into 
being,” Nicole Rafter writes in Creating Born Criminals; in doing so, eugenics “encoded 
offenders’ bodies with new signs of evil” (7).  Ugliness was one such “hieroglyphic” of “evil” 
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recognized during the modern era (7).  American criminal anthropologists, Rafter explains, 
claimed “that to be good is also to be beautiful, healthy, middle- or upper-class, normal, and 
social valuable; and . . . that to be bad is to be poor, sickly, ugly, criminal, lower-class, abnormal, 
and a social nuisance”:  “According to these criminal anthropologists, members of the criminal 
class are bestial, childish, drunken, and drawn to urban squalor” (119).  Henry Herbert 
Goddard’s The Kallikak Family:  A Study in the Heredity of Feeble-mindedness (1912), for 
instance, exposes this eugenic fascination with biological unsightliness by depicting the mentally 
disabled as “sores” (79) in modern American culture.  While interviewing and documenting the 
many members of this “feeble-minded” family, social workers often stumbled upon the 
“spectacle” of domestic “sights of misery and degradation” (83).  In one instance, a field worker 
visited a home with children who “stood about with drooping jaws and the unmistakable look of 
the feeble-minded” (83).  Like Ellis’s and Ross’s Lombrosian deductions about criminals and 
immigrants, Goddard’s field workers “diagnose” members of the Kallikak family as “feeble-
minded” with what could be described, at best, as pseudoscience:  Goddard reports that for one 
child, “A glance sufficed to establish his mentality, which was low”; meanwhile, “The father 
himself, though strong and vigorous, showed by his face that he had only a child’s mentality” 
(83).  Although Goddard’s study features feeble-minded individuals who do not display 
unsightly characteristics (classified usually as a “high-grade moron”), it nevertheless encourages 
readers to associate the mentally disabled with “hideous,” “vulgar, repulsive” traits and 
behaviors (80).  In short, studies like Goddard’s emphasize that in order to move the nation 
forward, citizens must learn to identify and avoid these sources of the unsightly. 
 In paradoxical ways, technologies developed to modernize America also threatened to 
facilitate national degeneration.  Throughout the nineteenth century, railroads had been criticized 
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as eyesores, but the early twentieth century took particular offense to electrical wires and 
billboards.  Americans detested the sight of overhead wires so much so that the American Civic 
Association focused their progressive efforts to eradicate as many as possible throughout the 
nation.  In a 1907 leaflet, The Removal of Overhead Wires:  They Are Dangerous and Unsightly, 
Frederick L. Ford, Vice-President of the Department of City Making within the ACA, states that: 
No highway of today need be disfigured by the tangle of telegraph, telephone, 
electric light and trolley feed wires, that fifteen years ago were taken simply as a 
sign, ugly but necessary, of an important business thoroughfare.  The paper-
insulated cable, the clay conduit and the high-tension alternating current are the 
wands by the use of which the magician of today may rid the cities of a nuisance 
more unsightly, and perhaps more dangerous, than any other thing that can be 
named. (3) 
“Overhead wires in a city are always objectionable,” Ford continues, because “They injure the 
appearance of any street or yard where they are strung,” and because such “Unsightly wires are a 
positive damage to the attractiveness and desirability of any district, and thus affect its cash 
value” (3, 5).  The pamphlet goes on to offer advice about what to do with the wires once 
removed, how to lobby for these changes within the structures of local government structures, 
and how to execute such modifications legally; it also offers before and after photographs of 
urban spaces to illustrate for skeptical readers how much better the American cityscape appears 
with the organized removal of overhead wires (see Figure 1.3). 
Ford ends with a report entitled, “Supreme Court Decision Against the Construction and 
Maintenance of Unsightly Overhead Poles and Wires” that details a November 17, 1904 case of 
Long-Island resident Mary L. Weeks who filed a lawsuit against a local telephone company for 
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desecrating her country residence and farm by erecting “telephone poles . . . in front of Mrs. 
Weeks’ property, and strung wires thereon” (16).  Justice Garretson and a jury found in favor of 
Mrs. Weeks, ordering that she “should recover possession of the land from the Telephone 
Company, and directing the sheriff to remove its poles and wires from the streets” (16).  
Celebrating the success of this legislation against ugliness, Ford promises readers relief that this 
decision, and other recent ones like it, will “compel all telephone and telegraph companies 
throughout the state to remove their wires and poles from the public highways, or to obtain, in 
some lawful manner, on payment of poor compensation therefor [sic], permission of the owners 
of the adjoining lands to erect and maintain such poles and wires” (16).  Modern technology may 
be useful, but Ford—and by extension, the ACA—illustrate in this leaflet how it can also 
compromise the aesthetic integrity of the American countryside. 
While not as sophisticated a technology as electricity, billboards nevertheless promised to 
revolutionize advertising in the modern world, but they also, like electric wires, threatened the 
order of the American System.  Another piece of literature from the American Civic Association, 
this time issued from the Department of Nuisances in June of 1908, offers a thorough summary 
and analysis of The Billboard Nuisance, providing readers with examples of “celebrated” 
billboard legal cases, a run-down of various taxation and regulation laws, examples of “Outdoor 
Advertising Abroad,” and even advice on “How to Combat Billboard Abuses” (2).  The booklet 
begins by claiming that modern “ugliness is due to the well-nigh universal use of billboards” that 
“are obnoxious in themselves or interfere with natural scenery, or with an effective view or 
beautiful vista” (3).  “There was a time when a ride through the country on the railroad afforded 
an uninterrupted panorama of beauty, an ever-varying scene which was a delight to the eye and a 
joy to the soul,” the pamphlet continues; “there was mental and spiritual refreshment” (7).  But 
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the unregulated proliferation of advertisements has left the American landscape in ruin:  “The 
billboards flaunt their loud color, their ugly vulgarity, their ofttime suggestive pictures, in the 
face of every passer-by on the city street and country lane, and by the railroad which skirts the 
farm or country-seat” (6); they are “offensive to the artistic taste” (6), “desecrat[e] nature,” (8), 
are “dangerous to property” (9), “dangerous to health” (10), “conceal filth” (11), and are overall 
“unwholesome” for American morality (11).  Because the “billboard evil is dangerous and 
widespread” (4), the pamphlet concludes, Americans have a “duty” to attack and fight in this 
“war on billboards” to save the “disfigured landscape of America” (5). 
The billboard nuisance presented an issue of such significance that Harriet Monroe, 
founder of Poetry magazine in 1912, featured it in an article she wrote for the Chicago Daily 
Tribune in July of 1913.  “The campaign against illegal billboards, recently undertaken by the 
Municipal art committee of the City [illegible], should be no spasmodic agitation but a deliberate 
and continuous battle,” Monroe argues (B5).  “Chicago has the opportunity to become one of the 
most beautiful cities in the world,” she fervently urges:  “Along with these large plans for civic 
beauty should go eternal vigilance against all kinds of defacement” (B5).  Rallying support for 
the city’s efforts to curb unsightly billboards, Monroe reminds readers that “Hideous objects and 
harsh sounds, assaulting eyes and ears in a manner not to be escaped, destroy the harmony of life 
by introducing discords, and reduce the joy of life by insulting the senses with ugliness”; 
moreover, Monroe contends, “Hideous surroundings are a cause of low vitality, of spiritual 
depression and despair.  This may increase to the point of absolute ruin:  mere ugliness may 
drive human beings to nervous prostration, crime, insanity, suicide” (B5).  Associating ugliness 
with degeneracy and deviance, Monroe argues that any form of unsightliness will bring 
Americans, and thus the nation at large, “to the point of absolute ruin.”   
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Like many of her contemporaries, Monroe treats ugliness as a threat to the modern world 
that must be eliminated.  Changes in industrialization, immigration, urbanization, and technology 
incited fears that America the Beautiful was in fact devolving into America the Ugly, just as two 
publications from other civic organizations suggested:  “‘America the beautiful, or the ugly?’:  
As was made possible through signs good and bad.  Are you doing your part?” a 1926 pamphlet 
from the Santa Barbara Community Arts Association, and “America the beautiful or ugly?” 
published by the National Committee for Restriction of Outdoor Advertising also in 1926.  
Whether in billboards, poetry, toys, faces, or landscapes, ugliness signaled the overall 
deterioration of American taste and culture, a break within the American System:  it served as a 
visual cue for the criminal, degenerate, foreign, and immoral.  In doing so, ugliness was not 
merely visual; it was also ideological.  It informed ideas about citizenship, national space, 
economics, and ethics, and offered a means to classify and conceptualize these dizzying changes 
within the modern world as either progressive (modern) or degenerate (antimodern).  The 
national anxiety—or ugly panic—that ensues from this breakdown of American standardization 
furthermore binds the nation; it unites Americans across cultures, professions, and geographies 
within a similar epistemological framework.  Writers, eugenicists, social scientists, industry men, 
city planners, parents, even poets all perceive the modern world as a place overrun by the ugly, 
vulgar, and crude.  As a problem endemic to the modern world, then, ugliness potentially lurks in 
every corner of American life—even, as the anonymous writer for the New York Times avers, in 
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America the Ugly 
 In 1927, H. L. Mencken diagnosed America with a “Libido for the Ugly.”  After 
witnessing the filth and degradation of the industrial countryside outside Pittsburgh, the writer 
remarked:   
Here is something that the psychologists have so far neglected:  the love of 
ugliness for its own sake, the lust to make the world intolerable.  Its habitat is the 
United States.  Out of the melting pot emerges a race which hates beauty as it 
hates truth.  The etiology of this madness deserves a great deal more study that it 
has got.  There must be causes behind it; it arises and flourishes in obedience to 
biological laws, and not as a mere act of God. (193) 
Despite Mencken’s hyperbolic rage, he was onto something.  The chapters that follow here offer 
not a biological or theological analysis, but a literary, cultural, and aesthetic methodology that 
answers Mencken’s plea for an “etiology of this madness.”  Each chapter takes a particular 
decade and genre of American modernism, analyzing how discourses surrounding ugliness shape 
literary narrative and style from the social realism of the turn of the century, to the final years of 
the Harlem Renaissance.  In this way, I offer a survey of how, where, and why ugliness disrupts 
and disorders the American System in modern literature. 
Chapter 2 locates the emergence of modern ugly panic in American literature with the 
“sensational success” of Upton Sinclair’s muckraking novel, The Jungle (1906).  By exposing 
the dangers of an unregulated American System, The Jungle attempts to unite readers in a 
community of sympathy that recognizes the suffering of immigrant workers; the novel locates 
evil not in the conditions of the slaughterhouses, but in the “unfeeling” of an ugly capitalist 
society that enslaves its workers.  While Sinclair intended to draw readers in by using the 
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sentiment and sympathy of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s literary tradition, his modern aesthetic 
instead shocked, repulsed, and ultimately pushed his readers out, distancing them from the plight 
of the workers.  The social realist novel thus rewrites the sentimental narrative as a sensational 
melodrama about human difference in American culture.  Chapter 2 narrates this shift from 
sympathy to scandal, contextualizing Sinclair’s text in an increasingly urban, unsightly America 
that values its stomachs over its hearts. 
Chapter 3 moves from Sinclair’s civic, industrial unsightliness to the queer differences of 
Djuna Barnes’s repulsive poetry.  I argue that Barnes harnesses the decadent and excessive in her 
first collection of poems and drawings, The Book of Repulsive Women (1915), to disrupt the 
policing of unsightliness in Greenwich Village during the teens.  In this context of municipal 
regulation, Barnes’s poetry fashions women’s bodies as freakish protests against a tourism 
industry that encouraged outsiders to “go slumming.”  The five lyrics and eight drawings of 
Barnes’s chapbook expose the consequences of an American System that exploits women for 
civic, artistic, and financial betterment.  By celebrating women outside the norms of standardized 
U.S. culture, Barnes thus crafts an anti-consumerist aesthetic precisely when the Village sought 
to exploit human difference—Barnes’s freakish grotesqueries—for the spectacle (and profits) of 
mass entertainment. 
By the 1920s—after Sinclair’s industrial sensationalism and Barnes’s lyrical 
experimentation—writers located ugly panic within the mélange of high and low arenas of 
American culture:  the middlebrow.  Chapter 4 considers ugliness in an increasingly standardized 
America that embraced President Harding’s call to “a return to normalcy.”  I examine how 
middlebrow writers such as Fannie Hurst crafted ugliness as a new standard for middle-class 
America that eschewed the economic excesses of the interwar years.  Hurst’s 1923 novel, 
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Lummox, epitomizes middle-class normalcy through what Hurst calls “negative beauty,” an 
aesthetic that resists the vacuous materialism of bourgeois America.  Its heroine, the dowdy 
domestic servant Bertha, provides a model for this new aesthetic by instructing middle-class 
readers on nineteenth-century values of character.  In this way, Hurst uses the primitive nostalgia 
of Bertha’s negative beauty to cohere the middlebrow as a new standard of American literature 
and identity. 
Ugliness may have democratized categories of standardization for Hurst’s white 
middlebrow readers, but it also exposes deep racial prejudices within the American System.  
Chapter 5 questions the place of ugliness in the Harlem Renaissance, a movement wary of the 
repellent and the unattractive as standards for African-American art and literature.  While many, 
particularly W. E. B. Du Bois, modeled New Negro art and identity on bourgeois tastes, Wallace 
Thurman rejects this standard for blackness in his polemical novel, The Blacker the Berry 
(1929), with what he calls the dark, “ugly and undistinguished” aesthetics of his protagonist, 
Emma Lou.  Thurman debunks the idea that the Renaissance revolutionized literary realism, 
crafting a “new” standard for African Americans.  Instead, The Blacker the Berry exposes the 
New Negro as a caricature as grotesque and damaging as stereotypes from the previous century, 
but ultimately remains wary of celebrating a human difference that betrays Renaissance 
standards. 
Literary historians characterize American modernism as a series of fragmented and 
disassociated “-isms.”  Modernism and the American System proposes ugliness as a common 
history that rearranges these seemingly disparate movements into a constellation of experiments 
with human difference and normalcy.  During the early twentieth century, ugliness emerged as a 
distinct and widespread discursive mode for writers representing an American System at odds 
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with the unsightly, non-normative, and vulgar.  It threatened some (Mencken, Sinclair), 
disappointed others (James, Wharton), but inspired many (Barnes, Hurst, Thurman).  By drawing 
on this concomitant panic, disillusionment, and fascination, my project constructs a literary 
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Chapter 2 
Between Hearts and Stomachs:  The Jungle’s “Sensational Success” 
 
 As the turn of the century ushered the American System into the modern era, it brought 
with it waves of immigrants to work in factories fueled by the principles of scientific rationalism 
and bureaucratic management.  When he returned in 1904 to witness this new era of American 
standardization, though, Henry James questioned the effect modern modes of production had on 
the lives of these “aliens.”  While attending a play—“American, to intensity, in its blank 
conformity to convention,” James notes—the writer wonders if “foreigners” were essentially 
doomed to “Yankee machinery,” America’s “mechanic bribes” of cultural regulation that arose 
out of the nation’s fascination with standardization (148, 149).  “Were they going to rise to it, or 
rather to fall to it,” James asks, “to our instinct, as distinguished from their own, for picturing 
life?” (148).  James’s concern about the American System’s effects on immigrants occupied the 
minds of many Americans, particularly Frederick Winslow Taylor and Henry Ford, who believed 
that the principles of “Yankee machinery” used to produce better goods carried over into the 
domestic spaces of their workers’ homes to produce better citizens.  “In 1903 Taylor as 
mechanic-engineer-manager placed morality exactly where he felt it belonged:  in the factories, 
the site where, if anywhere, any ethics of accuracy, efficiency, and obedience would structure 
daily life,” Martha Banta writes:  “Guided by his principles, the evils of waste would be defeated 
and the chaos of class tensions would be resolved into social harmony” (99).  The skills workers 
learned in the factories, many believed, would aid immigrants in their adjustment to American 
life more generally. 
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Immigrants seemed especially well-suited for this form of cultural assimilation:  while 
their labor fueled the American System, their foreign names, cultures, and languages threatened 
the ideology underpinning standard, normative U.S. culture, as well as the standardized methods 
of mass production.  Historian Steven Watts notes that the Ford factory suffered from 
“absenteeism, shoddy performance, and . . . rapid turnover,” causing Ford to observe troubling 
behavior—including “soldiering” (idleness) and fighting—on the assembly lines (180).  Ford’s 
“labor problem stemmed from its inability to make human efficiency as great as technological 
and organizational efficiency in the production of the Model T,” Watts explains (181):  cultural 
differences and communication problems grew as the population of immigrant workers did.  “By 
November 1914,” Watts writes: 
foreign-born workers constituted 71 percent of the sixteen thousand employees at 
Highland Park.  The problem, of course, was that the demands of the assembly 
line required conformity, clear communication, and synchronization of effort.  
The fact that many Ford workers now spoke little or no English hindered this 
process.  So, too, did the preindustrial, rural, and village background of many 
southern and eastern European workers, which ill suited them for the discipline of 
the assembly line.  Facing such barriers, Ford managers found it difficult to 
enforce standards of efficient production. (181) 
Unlike his machines—which hummed along with precision and predictability—Ford struggled to 
control and calibrate his workers. 
To quell differences among workers so they could operate with the “technological and 
organizational efficiency” of his assembly lines, Ford soon “implemented additional programs, 
such as the Ford Motor Band for musicians among the workers, Ford Times to foster a sense of 
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cooperation and common purpose, and a twenty-acre park with athletic fields, playgrounds, and a 
bandstand for workers and their families” (Watts 181).  Such efforts, instituted by the 1910s, 
cohered workers from various backgrounds, giving them (sometimes literally) common ground; 
in this way, Ford standardized workers’ tasks within the factory, but also their habits, tastes, and 
routines of living outside the workplace.  Indeed, as James and others noted, the scientific 
management and bureaucratic thinking of Taylorism and Fordism acted as an Americanization 
machine itself, perpetuating the same national values of regularity, rationalism, and order that 
movements such as the City Beautiful used.  These principles of the American System thus 
extend beyond the confines of the workplace to transform different, unfamiliar, and irregular 
immigrants into orderly, normative, and productive U.S. citizens.1 
Yet this rationalism ran counter to the sentimental, feminine discourse of social work, 
reform, and welfare that similarly targeted immigrants—particularly the poor—who struggled to 
conform to American standards of life.  Taylor, for instance, may have believed in training and 
thus conditioning the worker to a set of cooperative ethics, but he did not believe in doing so 
                                                
1 Ford also attempted to normalize workers’ lives by implementing the Five-Dollar Day, which 
doubled the standard wage of workers thereby raising the standards of living for workers, 
particularly poor immigrants, who could now enjoy (at least some of) the norms of consumerist, 
middle-class American culture.  As Ford contended in his “Mass Production” entry for 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, the methods of scientific rationalism engendered “the increasing 
supply of human needs and the development of new standards of living . . . the enlargement of 
leisure, the increase of human contacts, the extension of individual range.”  “The methods of 
mass production enable the worker to earn more and thus to have more,” Ford concluded (qtd. in 
Watts 157). 
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through sentiment.  Indeed, as Banta notes, “The remedies Taylor proposes for dealing with the 
brutalized, unredeemed mass of the labor force place no reliance upon the vagaries of welfare 
programs or the interference of welfare secretaries (more often than not, sentimental women)” 
(95).  “Some method of disciplining the men is unfortunately a necessary element of all systems 
of management,” Taylor wrote in Shop Management (1903):  “It is important that a consistent, 
carefully considered plan should be adopted for this as for all other details of the art” (195-96).  
Taylor thus recommends the following course of action:  “First.  Lowering the man’s wages.  
Second.  Laying him off for a longer or shorter period of time.  Third.  Fining him.  Fourth.  
Giving him a series of ‘bad marks,’ and when these sum up to more than a given number per 
week or month, applying one or the other of the first three remedies” (Shop Management 197).  
Organized, methodical, and rational, even Taylor’s standards of discipline follow the hard-line 
principles of scientific rationalism and bureaucratic management.  At the same time, however, 
Taylor wants his readers to know that he 
does not at all depreciate the value of the many semi-philanthropic and paternal 
aids and improvements, such as comfortable lavatories, eating rooms, lecture 
halls, and free lectures, night schools, kindergartens, baseball and athletic 
grounds, village improvement societies, and mutual beneficial associations, unless 
done for advertising purposes.  This kind of so-called welfare work tends to 
improve and elevate the workmen and make life better worth living.  Viewed 
from the managers’ standpoint they are valuable aids in making more intelligent 
and better workmen, and in promoting a kindly feeling among the men for their 
employers.  They are, however, of distinctly secondary importance, and should 
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never be allowed to engross the attention of the superintendent to the detriment of 
the more important and fundamental elements of management. (199-200) 
As much as Taylor endorsed harmony and cooperation in the workplace, he did not find the 
feminized principles of “semi-philanthropic and paternal aids and improvements” critical to his 
system of management.  Industrial modes of standardization such as Fordism and Taylorism 
conditioned individuals through discipline, not through sympathy or sentiment:  that was the 
work of women social workers, not factory men. 2   
The presence of these two gendered discourses of Americanization, however—the 
mechanical and the social science—raised questions about the best and most efficient means of 
standardization within the American System.  What was more effective:  the masculine, rational 
ethos of Taylor and Ford, or that of the social workers, which relied on emotion and sympathy?  
Both aimed to assimilate individuals into the larger order of the American System—to pass on 
the ideals of clean, rational, organized living—but they did so through gendered and seemingly 
contradictory means. 
                                                
2 Taylor goes on to describes this new, more compassionate style of management in the factories 
as one that relies upon teaching rather than brute force:  “this is not nigger driving; this is 
kindness; this is teaching; this is doing what I would like mighty well to have done to me if I 
were a boy trying to learn how to do something.  This is not a case of cracking a whip over a 
man and saying ‘Damn you, get there.’ . . . The new way is to teach and help your men as you 
would a brother; to try to teach him the best way and show him the easiest way to do his work” 
(Testimony 61, 62).  Note, though, that this form of “kindness” nevertheless emphasizes rational 
explanation and instruction by example. 
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 Published in 1906, Upton Sinclair’s polemical novel The Jungle narrates this tension 
between the perceived sentimental, feminine ethics and the assumed rational, masculine practice 
of the American System.  As it seeks a new narrative form to represent the American System, 
The Jungle attempts to raise awareness, sympathy, and yes, standards for the nation’s most 
exploited workers by exposing the overwhelming ugliness of a modern, industrialized U.S.  
Linking national degradation to the slaughterhouses—where hogs, cows, and even men and 
women become products to be consumed—The Jungle indicts not just the means of production, 
but the unsympathetic capitalist ideology of the American System for the increasing ugliness of 
the U.S.  As The Jungle attests, the greed the capitalist system reproduces at an astonishing rate 
transforms a beautiful nation into that of smokestacks, bubbling creeks, and mountains of 
garbage.3  To be sure, the factories themselves—the smoke, the garbage, the industrial waste—
contribute to the increasingly gross conditions of Chicago’s cityscape; The Jungle reminds its 
readers of this problem again and again.  Yet it is also (and perhaps more so) the unfeeling 
principles of industrial capitalism, the novel contends, that produce an ugly nation.  
Upton Sinclair’s story of Lithuanian-born Jurgis Rudkus and his family engages the 
muckraking and naturalist traditions of exposing vice and corruption under an unregulated 
industrial capitalism, but it departs from these traditions by locating sympathy and sentiment as 
                                                
3 Indeed, the only beauty to be found in The Jungle appears when Jurgis quits the city and the 
wage slave system altogether and wanders into the farmlands south of the city, living off of the 
natural vegetation and bathing in fresh creeks.  This pastoral scene, somewhat surreal, offers 
readers respite from the drudgery of the ugly city.  Yet it is, of course, temporary:  Jurgis cannot 
subsist on this fantasy for long and must return to the city for work and shelter, thus reinforcing 
the inescapable conditions of the city. 
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the affective intermediary between ugliness (difference) and beauty (normativity).  That is, the 
novel depends upon the empathetic reader—one who shares Jurgis’s suffering—to act as an 
aesthetic corrective:  to transform ugliness into beauty by becoming moved to political action.  
When Sinclair began his novel of the Chicago meatpacking industry, he envisioned a text that, 
like Uncle Tom’s Cabin, would garner sympathy for its dispossessed characters—in Sinclair’s 
case, working-class immigrants like Jurgis.  In an early outline of The Jungle, Sinclair wrote that 
he intended “to set forth the breaking of human hearts by a system which exploits the labor of 
men and women for profits” (qtd. in Wilson, The Labor of Words 129).  To do so, Sinclair 
attempts to sentimentalize ugliness, meaning that he uses it to build sympathy both within the 
text and within the hearts of the readers.  But the vast and overwhelming ugliness of The Jungle 
cannot be incorporated into the ethics of sentiment that Sinclair wants to institute.  Instead, 
Sinclair’s affect and aesthetics remain incommensurate with one another, producing a text that 
led readers to demand the reform of industrial practices (the cleaning up of the slaughterhouses) 
rather than revolt of it (the abolition of the wage slave system altogether).  Yet the novel does not 
take a stand against the regiments of scientific rationalism and bureaucratic thinking used in 
mass production; on the contrary, Sinclair pens his novel with the intent to demand increased 
regulation of American industry.  By revealing moments where the American System breaks 
down, The Jungle exposes a deadly lack of standards for workers—and by narrating these 
moments through the literary modes of sympathy and sentiment, Sinclair encourages readers to 
demand higher standards for workers, not for food. 
Indeed, as Sinclair would later bitterly complain, audiences misread the novel’s 
intentions entirely.  Despite the novel’s popularity, commercial success, and political influence, 
Sinclair would famously lament that he had “aimed at the public’s heart and by accident I hit it in 
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the stomach” (“What Life” 594).  “It is a fact that I had not been nearly so interested in the 
‘condemned meat industry’ as in something else,” he later reflected,  
To me the diseased meat graft had been only one of a hundred varieties of graft 
which I saw in that inferno of exploitation.  My main concern had been for the 
fate of the workers, and I realized with bitterness that I had been made into a 
“celebrity,” not because the public cared anything about the sufferings of these 
workers, but simply because the public did not want to eat tubercular beef.  (Brass 
Check 47) 
The Jungle galvanized readers into action by instilling in them the fear of eating rotten meat, but 
it did not urge them to sympathize with the collective struggle of immigrant workers.  This fear, 
incited by the novel’s portrayal of ugliness, led Sinclair’s audience to react not with their 
hearts—as they may have with Stowe’s novel—but with their stomachs.  Sinclair may have 
intended to draw readers in with sentiment and sympathy, but his ugly aesthetics instead shock, 
repulse, and ultimately push his readers out, distancing them from the plight of the workers.  
Instead of empathy, The Jungle induces disgust. 
This disgust in turn cannot sustain Sinclair’s sentimental aesthetic.  Like a good 
sentimental novel such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin, The Jungle attempts to teach its readers an “ethic 
of social responsibility” by uniting them in a community of “feeling and sympathy” (Clark, 
Sentimental Modernism 25; Elmer 95) that respects the suffering of immigrant workers.  That is, 
The Jungle locates evil not in the conditions of the slaughterhouses alone, but in the unfeeling of 
a capitalist society that brutalizes its workers.  Yet if, as Jonathan Elmer, Marianne Noble, and 
others have argued, sentimentalism heals all wounds, The Jungle gives us wounds that cannot be 
sutured.  Sinclair’s novel invests in a sensationalism that “lingers at the place of the wound” 
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rather than providing the narrative tissue needed to repair Sinclair’s breaks with normative 
American culture (Elmer 96).  In many ways, this is precisely what Sinclair wanted:  wounded 
readers, who, through identifying with Jurgis, would internalize others’ suffering as their own 
and feel compelled to act on their behalf.  But Sinclair misjudges the incommensurability of 
ugliness and sympathy, producing a disgust that prevents readers from becoming “properly 
sentimental citizens” invested in the lives of his working-class characters (Berlant 652).   
The ideology of the American System gave readers a language to demand new standards 
for the processing of food:  audiences were conditioned to expect orderly, sanitary conditions of 
manufacturing, but they were not conditioned under the precepts of scientific rationalism and 
bureaucratic thinking to feel sympathy for the workers, especially poor immigrant ones, who 
made these conditions of modern production possible.  Through Jurgis’s story, Sinclair attempts 
to give Americans a new language to demand standards for exploited workers who have been 
disassembled by the American System.  But in his failure to reconcile stomachs and hearts—the 
dueling rhetorics of masculine rationalism and feminine welfare—Sinclair ultimately fails to 
invent a new sentimentalism for the modern era.  The Jungle thus leaves us with narrative 
wounds that, instead of being sutured by sympathy and sentiment, fester just as the rotting piles 
of garbage, not far from the Rudkus home, do in the hot Chicago sun. 
 
Sinclair’s Sentimentalism 
From the time of its serialization in the small, socialist periodical Appeal to Reason from 
February to November of 1905 and publication as a novel in February 1906, critics and Sinclair 
alike have acknowledged The Jungle’s indebtedness to the muckraking journalism of the 
Progressive Era such as Ida Tarbell’s The History of the Standard Oil Company (1904), Lincoln 
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Steffens’s The Shame of the Cities (1904), Charles Russell’s The Greatest Trust in the World 
(1905), and David Graham Phillips’s The Treason of the Senate (1906).  David Mark Chalmers 
notes that such writers “wrote factual accounts of the widespread corruption of society by the 
forces of wealth,” by showing “the source of this evil to be the clash between the new economic 
development and the old laws and organization of society” (15).  Sinclair likewise believed that 
writing could be used as a tool of social transformation; years later he would reflect that he “was 
determined to get something done about the Condemned Meat Industry.  I was determined to get 
something done about the atrocious conditions under which men, women and children were 
working in the Chicago stockyards” (Brass Check 39).  Unlike great muckraking works such as 
The Greatest Trust in the World and The Treason of the Senate, however, The Jungle uses the 
literary devices of fiction—plot, narrative, character—to dramatize socio-economical ills.  
Sinclair wanted to write a novel “as authoritative as if it were a statistical compilation” and drew 
on his experience as a journalist to do so, but he also believed that the novel was the best artistic 
form to incite political action (“What Life” 593).  “Only through fiction,” Sinclair understood, 
“could writers concerned about social problems and ideas hope to reach the widest audience” 
(Arthur 46).   
Indeed, Sinclair shared Frank Norris’s belief in the novel as “the great expression of 
modern life” (Norris 255).  But he also realized, as Anthony Arthur notes, that “only a novel 
equivalent to Uncle Tom’s Cabin would move readers on the emotional level needed for action” 
(46).  This task proved difficult during a time when pastoral and historical fictions that painted a 
romantic American past proved most popular.  James D. Hart explains in his study of American 
reading habits, The Popular Book (1950), that the “socially conscious Americans who planned to 
improve the cities were far fewer than the gently discontent who dreamed of a better life close to 
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nature and the folksy ways of the country” (205).  As a result of the turbulent decades of the 
early twentieth century, readers were drawn to novels “about simple country folk” because these 
books 
vicariously satisfied many Americans yearning for the rural ways they had left in 
searching out a living in the big cities.  Such fiction also pleased urban-bred 
people who shared the common American belief that the country somehow 
created purer, happier lives.  For a few hours, the standardized anonymity of New 
York, Chicago, and other metropolitan centers could be put out of one’s mind by 
reading about the wholesome friendliness of small-town life. (205) 
Muckrakers “might startle people with their exposés of corruption in politics and big business,” 
Hart points out, “but a book like Lincoln Steffens’s The Shame of the Cities, published in 1904, 
could not compete with such fiction as that year’s best sellers, The Little Shepherd of Kingdom 
Come [written by John Fox and published in 1903] and Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm [written by 
Kate Douglas Wiggin and published in 1903]” (205-206).  Tarbell, Steffens, and Hicks, while 
producing sensational stories that sold magazines, did not achieve the same kind of popularity or 
literary respect Norris and London did—and Sinclair coveted both mass readership and critical 
praise.  If he were to write the next great novel to galvanize the nation, he could not produce the 
stuff of a Tarbell or of a Steffens.  Historian James R. Barrett notes that Sinclair “clearly hoped 
to produce a great work of art,” but “was equally determined to use his novel to document the 
class oppression that he saw destroying his society”; The Jungle is thus “neither effective 
naturalist literature nor objective muckraking journalism, but rather a sometimes clumsy fusion 
of the two” (xi).  
   54 
Sinclair faced a similar problem concerning his subject matter:  many middle-class 
readers in the early twentieth century would have had little knowledge of (or concern for) the 
worker’s plight as compared to that of the broken slave.  Furthermore, Jurgis’s struggle would 
have seemed less sensational, less appalling than that of slaves in nineteenth-century abolitionist 
fiction like Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  Anthony Arthur notes that, unlike slavery, “‘Wage slavery’ in 
the twentieth century was not a literal fact but a metaphor; no workers were chained to their jobs 
or shot for trying to quit” (44).  Sinclair’s story concerns immigrants who had chosen, however 
desperately, to come to Chicago’s stockyards.  Therefore, “The plight of workers in general 
might stir sympathy, even indignation, but their protests often came in the form of strikes that 
inconvenienced and antagonized the public. . . . Workers’ problems for these readers were 
mostly distant and theoretical concerns, no matter how vividly described” (Arthur 44).  
Consequently, the problems of working-class immigrants often did not resonate with the same 
intensity as that of the slaves in Stowe’s novel.  In a passage Sinclair cut from the original 
manuscript of The Jungle, the narrator acknowledges this problem in telling Jurgis’s story:  
“Who can thrill the reader with the tale of a man-hunt in which the hunted is a lousy and ignorant 
foreigner, and the hunters are the germs of consumption, diphtheria and typhoid?  Who can make 
a romance out of the story of a man whose one life adventure is the scratching of a finger by an 
infected butcher knife, with a pine box and a pauper’s grave as the denouement?” (Jungle, 
uncensored ed. 68-69). 
To draw audiences into his story of “a lousy and ignorant foreigner,” Sinclair knew he 
would have to work within—not around—the sentimental conventions of nineteenth-century 
novels such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a novel he greatly admired.  Stowe’s classic assumes a 
particularly prominent role in Sinclair’s Civil War epic, Manassas:  A Novel of the War (1904), 
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which he published just before embarking on his research for The Jungle in October of 1904.  
Manassas tells the story of Allan Montague, son of the South, who spends his early childhood on 
the Valley Hall plantation in Mississippi immersed in the institution of slavery but oblivious to 
its evils.  The narrator describes the plantation as “A wonderful place was Valley Hall for 
children,”  “a universe in itself; infinitely alive,—crowded with every kind of creature which 
boys could pet, or tease, or hunt” (14).  Sinclair constructs Valley Hall as an American Eden that 
boasts the full bloom of magnolias, banana and fig trees, pomegranates, china trees, jasmine, 
sweetbrier, orange trees, as well as the soft murmur of bees and humming birds (3).  Here Allan 
and his cousins are allowed to roam free, to go hunting with Ned, “the only negro on the place 
who was allowed to carry a gun” (15), and to listen to romantic tales about the South from his 
grandfather Montague and the “old negro” Plato (4).  Slavery means little, if anything, to Allan, 
who spends much of his time organizing “little darkies” into “regiments” to reenact the 
Revolutionary War:  “There was very little distinction of master and slave between the white 
children and those of the more aristocratic servants” such as the cook Aunt Jinny and the head 
gardener, Thomas Jefferson (15).  Allan plays with the house slaves, but not the field slaves, who 
“were picturesque from the distance, but not when one rode close, for they were sodden and 
brutelike and unthinkably filthy” (16).  Such details are lost to Allan and his cousins who “lived, 
wrapped in happiness as a bird in the air, unconscious of its existence:  the thing called life not 
yet a memory and a duty, but still a presence and a joy” (17). 
The tranquility Allan knows as a youth at Valley Hall is disrupted when, as an 
adolescent, he relocates to Boston with his father.  Here he is exposed to abolitionist ideas, and, 
despite his father’s admonishment, reads Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  While his father “denounces its 
‘degrading negro sentimentalism’” (58), 15-year-old Allan reacts with unabashed emotion:  “As 
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he read it, that never-to-be-forgotten night, two emotions seized him, and grew side by side—one 
of agonized sympathy for human creatures in the grip of a frightful evil, and the other a dazed 
realization that this evil was nothing else than the ‘peculiar institution’ of the South” (59).  
Sinclair attributes the powerful ability of Stowe’s sentimentalism to produce “agonized 
sympathy” in the hearts of her readers. Although the narrator complains that its skeleton “sticks 
through its every joint,” Uncle Tom’s Cabin remains “the most unquestionable piece of 
inspiration in American fiction” (58).  “He who can read a hundred pages of it, for the first or the 
twentieth time, with dry eyes,” the narrator contends, “is not an enviable person” (58).  The 
political power Uncle Tom’s Cabin generates, Sinclair suggests, derives from its ability to 
provoke a visceral response in its readers.  Allan had “grown quite used to the abstract statement 
that slaves had feelings ‘like us,’” the narrator explains, “but it was quite another thing to have 
them laid before you. . . . He fought as long as he could, but in the end he gave himself up to that 
story, and writhed and suffered, and turned away sobbing convulsively, and then brushed away 
the tears and read again” (59).   
Allan’s father may be repulsed by the novel’s sentimentalism, but the young boy is drawn 
to it by his desire to experience the slaves’ suffering, and his own tears, again and again. If 
Stowe’s sentimental identification cannot convince tender-hearted Allan of the evils of slavery, 
hearing Frederick Douglass speak in person about his life with Mr. Covey surely converts the 
adolescent to the abolitionist cause:  “Never did Allan forget in all his life the feeling that rushed 
over him as he listened to those words.  There was no need for him to listen more; the work with 
him had been done” (69).  In Manassas, Sinclair introduces the same narrative pattern he would 
later use in The Jungle:  establish sympathy and particularly a sentimental identification to ignite 
a political spark in readers.  Allan’s emotional responses to the narratives of UTC and Frederick 
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Douglass cause him to become, much to the horror of his family members still living at Valley 
Hall, an abolitionist who attempts to purge the South of the ugliness of slavery (105). 
And indeed it is ugliness that Allan comes to discover at the root of slavery.  When the 
threat of Civil War looms, Allan reluctantly returns to his boyhood home at the command of his 
father, and arrives horrified at the slavery he once accepted as part of his childhood.  As he 
roams the plantation grounds, he realizes that  
The glamour was gone somehow from Valley Hall.  It no longer seemed beautiful 
to him; he found no happiness in it anywhere he turned.  That morning he rode 
out on the new pony his uncle had given him, and the first sight he stumbled upon 
was a gang of the field-hands, toiling in the burning sun.  It cut him like a knife; 
he rode on for hours, scarcely hearing a word of what his two cousins said to him.  
He was no longer Allan Montague, heir to half this domain—he was Frederick 
Douglass, field-hand; and he hated the plantation, its greatness, its luxury, its 
pride. (109-110) 
Valley Hall no longer exists as the idyllic and beautiful Eden that Allan knew in his boyhood.  
His sympathy for slaves, particularly his identification with Douglass, has allowed him to 
recognize how the ugliness of slavery mars the beauty of Valley Hall, and of the entire South.  
Slavery now appears to him as a “monster” that rears “its head before him, towering above him, 
menacing” (163).  More, Allan realizes how slavery has disfigured the South, personified as a 
beautiful woman, and transformed her into an ugly hag:  
He saw the truth then, as he had never seen it before.  No longer was he to be 
bound by other duties—his love of home, or his love for the South.  It was the 
South herself who cried out to him for deliverance, from this haglike spectre 
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which rode upon her back—this Slavery!  What else was it that had turned these 
fair lands into a wilderness, that had beaten down this noble people, blinded them, 
and made them like ravening beasts? . . . He saw her once again, as he had seen 
her in this place—but no longer radiant, no longer singing.  She stretched out her 
arms to him, her aspect wild, her eyes full of weeping; for the star of her hope was 
fallen, and the pillars of her house were in ruins, and madness had smitten her 
sons.  (164) 
Slavery is evil, Sinclair suggests, not merely because it brutally enslaves individuals, but also 
because it aesthetically and morally degrades everything it touches, turning “noble” (white) 
Southerners into “ravening beasts.”  It upsets the natural racial hierarchy, blurring the boundary 
between civilized and uncivilized individuals. 
 To overcome the “haglike spectre” that so brutally deforms the South, Manassas suggests 
one must cultivate sympathy.  Sinclair’s ethics here depend upon sentiment; the only way the 
ugliness of slavery can ever be defeated, Sinclair argues, is if the reader, like Allan, feels 
sympathy for those ugly victims of the brutal slave economy.  After achieving sentimental 
identification with the slave, Allan gains the political and emotional awareness to counter the 
spread of ugliness by fighting in the Civil War.  In this way Manassas offers an affective cure for 
the aesthetic ill of a brutal socio-economic system:  sympathy leads to moral illumination which 
in turn allows subjects to become politically active. 
After helping a slave to escape from Valley Hall, Allan begins his long journey to the 
North, having realized the South is no longer a home to him.  On the way, however, Sinclair 
sidetracks his hero by involving him in an unbelievable number of historic events:  Allan meets 
Douglass and John Brown in person; witnesses the attack on Harper’s Ferry; meets Lincoln 
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(twice); and fights for the North at the battle of Manassas.  Indeed, Manassas seems more 
interested in the nation’s spectacular events than those relating to Allan directly.  The narrative 
leaves Allan behind for stretches at a time, recounting in painstaking detail the Fugitive Slave 
Law, the secession of South Carolina, and other historical events.  In part because of these 
exasperating narrative tangents, Manassas failed to receive critical praise and commercial 
success, but Sinclair nevertheless credited it as “the means of leading me out of the woods”; he 
later remembered how the “editor of the Appeal to Reason read it and wrote me with enthusiasm; 
I had portrayed the struggle over chattel slavery in America, and now, why not do the same thing 
for wage slavery?” (Autobiography 108).4  Indeed, Sinclair hoped The Jungle would affect 
modern readers the way UTC touched those in the years since its publication, and so he “worked 
incessantly” with “tears and anguish, pouring into the pages all the pain that life had meant to 
me” to bring Jurgis’s story to life (Autobiography 112).   
Sinclair’s tears, anguish, and pain resurface two years later in the sentimental aesthetics 
of The Jungle.  Here, we witness scenes that recall those in Manassas as well as in Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin for their reliance upon the power of tears.  Consider the scene of Ona’s death.  Dying 
while giving birth to a child conceived when her boss raped her, Ona dies an excruciating and 
gory death.  As she drifts away, Jurgis begins the tearful work of grieving: 
He stretched out his arms to her, he called her in wild despair; a fearful yearning 
surged up in him, hunger for her that was agony, desire that was a new being born 
within him, tearing his heart-strings, torturing him. . . . And a wail of anguish 
                                                
4 Arthur notes that Manassas “sold fewer than two thousand copies after its publication in the 
summer of 1904” (36). 
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burst from him, great sobs shook all his frame, and hot tears ran down his cheeks 
and fell upon her. (217)   
Feeling “inconsolable, beside himself” (218), Jurgis heads to the nearest saloon and orders a 
bottle of whiskey, telling the bartender, “‘I want to get drunk’” (219).  The next day, when Jurgis 
returns to view Ona’s body, nostalgia overwhelms him.  He sees her as “His old love, which had 
been starved to death, beaten to death”; suddenly “the floodgates of memory were lifted—he saw 
all their life together, saw her as he had seen her in Lithuania, the first day at the fair, beautiful as 
the flowers, singing like a bird” (221).  Just as Allan figures the South as a woman battered and 
disfigured by slavery, Jurgis uses Ona’s physical brutality to conceptualize the evils of 
capitalism.  And just as beauty can only exist in Allan’s memory of the South, beauty can only 
exist in Jurgis’s memories of Ona.  Sinclair thereby suggests that under hierarchical socio-
economic systems such as slavery and capitalism, America becomes the land of the ugly instead 
of the beautiful.  Disgusted by the conditions of urban life as manifested by wage labor, The 
Jungle maintains a kind of aesthetic nostalgia, longing for more beautiful times.  As Ona lies 
before Jurgis, “so shrunken . . . all but a skeleton, and as white as a piece of chalk” (217), she 
embodies the physical consequences of an unfeeling society.  Yet while Ona’s life and death 
have been marred by ugliness, Jurgis finds a source of beauty in her passing:  his family. 
 As a sentimental death should, Ona’s does more than make the reader cry; it does the 
cultural work of reconstituting a broken family.  By implicating Jurgis in “the social unity of 
feeling and sympathy” (Elmer 95), Ona’s death reaffirms Jurgis’s commitment to his son.  Jurgis 
realizes that “Ona had given Antanas to him—the little fellow was the only remembrance of her 
that he had; he must treasure it and protect it, he must show himself a man” (222).  Elzbieta and 
Marija (Ona’s step-mother and cousin) panic that Jurgis might abandon them, but he reassures 
   61 
them that “he would try, for the sake of Antanas.  He would give the little fellow his chance—
would get to work at once, yes, tomorrow, without even waiting for Ona to be buried.  They 
might trust him, he would keep his word, come what might” (223).  Ona’s death leads Jurgis to 
renew his commitment to the family unit as well as his role as patriarch.  By mourning—which 
Elmer identifies as “the act of giving up the dead and turning to the living” (100)—Jurgis finds 
new life in the death of his wife. 
 Ona’s death extends beyond the family, however, out to the reader.  In using “the power 
of feeling,” The Jungle teaches “an ethic of social responsibility which respects both [the] 
passion and suffering” of its immigrant characters (Clark, Sentimental Modernism 25). With 
Ona’s tragic death, The Jungle indicts the American System for its unsympathetic, unfeeling 
treatment of workers.  To underscore this critique, the narrator links Ona’s physical and 
emotional suffering to her participation in the system of wage slavery:  “Her life had hardly 
begun—and here she lay murdered—mangled, tortured to death!” (218).  Although she died in 
childbirth, apparently outside the confines of industrial capitalism, Ona’s suffering (and her 
ugliness) are induced by the conditions of her work.  Connor, the boss who rapes her, likewise 
blackmails her into prostitution, just as he does other young women in Ona’s desperate situation.  
Indeed, Connor and his partner, the evil Miss Henderson, use the factory in which Ona worked to 
lure young, foreign, and naive women into sex slavery.  In revealing how Ona “had suffered—so 
cruelly she had suffered, such agonies, such infamies,” The Jungle appeals to readers to respect 
the pain and suffering these workers endure at the hands of a society that refuses to acknowledge 
them as sympathetic, feeling individuals (221).  As a victim of this cruel society, Ona dies a 
martyr, having taught her husband and readers how to feel sympathy for those deemed 
inhuman—outside the confines of normative American culture. 
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 Sinclair’s sentimentalism thus depends on aesthetic moments where ugliness can be 
converted into normative values—where local, material instances of ugliness (Ona’s ragged 
body) can be incorporated into universal, abstract ideals (the heteronormative family).  Like 
sympathetic social workers, welfare agents, and even Henry Ford, The Jungle advocates the 
erasure of human difference by Americanizing immigrants to standard national values.  The first 
chapter of the novel, which focuses on the wedding feast of Jurgis and Ona, establishes this 
aesthetic maneuver early on.  Here, in the dingy backroom of a Packingtown saloon, the 
newlyweds celebrate their wedding with guests as well as strangers in an intimate and unlikely 
domestic setting.  Indeed the saloon resembles more of a family parlor than it does a drinking 
house due in part to the babies who sleep, “three or four together,” in “a collection of cribs and 
carriages in one corner” (3); in part to the dancing teenagers who flirt in the other corners; and in 
part to old wedding songs that celebrate “the beauty of the bride and the joys of love” (7).  Each 
song represents the “music of home” and “stretches out its arms to” the wedding guests and 
readers alike (5, 7).  Soon, “Chicago and its saloons and its slums fade away—there are green 
meadows and sunlit rivers, mighty forests and snow-clad hills.  They behold home landscapes 
and childhood scenes returning; old loves and friendships begin to waken, old joys and griefs 
[sic] to laugh and weep” (7).  “It is the music which makes it what it is,” the narrator tells us, “it 
is the music which changes the place from the rear room of a saloon in back of the yards to a 
fairy place, a wonderland, a little corner of the high mansions of the sky” (5).  Again, material 
ugliness of the slum neighborhood is transformed into a haven of normative American culture—
a wonderland in the sky—by the celebration of domestic ideals. 
Critics have praised the “cultural sensitivity” of this opening chapter that allows Sinclair 
to “lift his story beyond the level of simple exposé or mere sensationalism” (Arthur 50).  By 
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combining “documentary realism with the traditional novelistic elements of character and plot,” 
Arthur writes, Sinclair finds a way to “attack ‘wage slavery’ through the eyes of its victims, 
interpreting what they saw in his own words—words that he hoped would move his middle-class 
readers to sympathy and to action” (50-51).  Floyd Dell recalls his “delight in the rich, full-
blooded humanity of that scene” when he first read it at the age of 18 in the Appeal to Reason 
(104).  The Jungle uses standards of American living here to unite characters in a community 
that might otherwise crumble under the brutality of its daily life.  Similarly, the opening chapter 
invites readers into this act of celebration, allowing them to participate in the novel’s fictional 
world and the character’s normative community.  Just as strangers off the streets are brought into 
the wedding feast of Ona and Jurgis, so, too, are readers invited into this chaotic yet alluring 
scene.  We are told that if any of the many onlookers “in the doorways and the corners . . . came 
sufficiently close, or looked sufficiently hungry, a chair was offered him, and he was invited to 
feast” (3).  The narrative likewise graciously gestures to readers, allowing them to feel at home 
in the foreign space.  Positioning the narrator as an interpreter who literally translates language 
and ritual for the novel’s real-life “onlookers,” Sinclair creates an inviting—and familiar—
atmosphere for those who might otherwise be turned off by the strange customs and people. 
Yet amid such joy and excitement of the wedding festivities, despair lingers at the edges 
of the narrative.  Toward the end of the night, the wedding feast comes to a halt when the family 
realizes the guests have not all been contributing to the cost of the evening’s food and 
entertainment.  “The veselija is a compact,” the narrator explains, that requires each guest to 
contribute a share of money to the bride and groom to help pay for the feast as well as to help 
them begin their life together.  But America has spoiled this tradition:  “it seemed as if there 
must be some subtle poison in the air that one breathed here—it was affecting all the young men 
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at once.  They would come in crowds and fill themselves with a fine dinner, and then sneak off” 
(16).  When the family figures the cost of the evening’s festivities, Ona’s eyes widen “with 
terror” at the thought of having so little support from the guests to pay it (16).  As Ona and her 
step-mother, Teta Elzbieta, lament the outrageous bills from the bartender, the cooks, and the 
musicians, Jurgis tries to pacify them:  “‘It is done, and there is no use in weeping. . . . Little one 
. . . do not worry—it will not matter to us.  We will pay them all somehow.  I will work harder’” 
(18).  Jurgis’s refrain, “I will work harder,” echoes in the final sentence of the chapter, but does 
little to soothe the panicked family.   
To be sure, The Jungle cannot sustain this optimism for long as the narrative spirals 
deeper and deeper into an ugliness that cannot be incorporated into any kind of beautiful, 
normative system of living.  In The Jungle, just as he did in Manassas, Sinclair builds an ethics 
(and aesthetic) of sympathy based on the eradication of ugliness; in order for the ugliness of 
industrial capitalism to be eliminated, readers must feel sympathy for those who endure its 
greatest brutalities.  Yet The Jungle shows us an increasingly unmanageable ugliness that, as the 
novel progresses, cannot be converted back into moments of sympathy.  Sentimental discourse 
makes meaning out of Ona’s death, allowing Jurgis to comprehend her suffering and to place it 
within a larger framework of cultural meaning.  But the death of their son, Antanas, as I soon 
show, escapes any explanation that sentimentalism can provide.  In Manassas, ugliness 
galvanizes young Allan Montague to embark upon a personal journey to rid his beloved South of 
the horrific institution of slavery.  The Jungle’s ugliness produces disgust, however, driving 
characters and readers away from one another rather than toward each other.  The true tragedy of 
The Jungle is precisely this disgust between individuals; Jurgis thus reacts to his son’s death like 
many readers did to The Jungle itself:  with repulsion.  In doing so, audiences ultimately reject a 
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feminized discourse of welfare and sentiment within the American System that would open their 
hearts to Sinclair’s immigrant characters, siding instead with the mechanical rhetoric of 
discipline, order, and reason that would protect their stomachs from the unregulated conditions 
of modern slaughterhouses. 
 
Feeling Disgusted 
Even after losing a series of jobs, getting injured, being imprisoned, losing his wife and 
his home, nothing prepares Jurgis for the loss of his son.  “Drowned out in the street” (241), little 
Antanas had fallen into a mud puddle on the “unpaved street in front of Aniele’s house” which, 
because of the spring rain, had “turned into a canal” (240).  The narrator tells us that while other 
family members wailed and wrung their hands, Jurgis “took the news in a peculiar way”:  “He 
did not shed a tear” (242).  Although he “turned deadly pale,” Jurgis “took one glance more at 
the blanket with the little form beneath it, and then turned suddenly to the ladder and climbed 
down again.  A silence fell once more in the room as he entered.  He went straight to the door, 
passed out, and started down the street” (242-43).  “There should be no more tears and no more 
tenderness,” Jurgis resolves; “he had had enough of them—they had sold him into slavery!  Now 
he was going to be free, to tear off his shackles, to rise up and fight” (243).  Associating feeling 
with both weakness and servitude, Jurgis refuses to shed a tear:  “He gripped his hands and set 
his teeth together—he had not wept, and he would not—not a tear! . . . And every time that a 
thought of [Antanas’s death] assailed him—a tender memory, a trace of a tear—he rose up, 
cursing with rage, and pounded it down” (243).  In refusing his tears, Jurgis likewise refuses to 
enter larger cultural narratives about grief and suffering.  Longing to be free, to break the 
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“shackles” of his “weakness” (243), Jurgis rejects the very act that would chain him to the world 
of “tears” and “tenderness”:  the mourning of his dead son. 
Previously, Jurgis’s ability to feel pain allowed him to channel his suffering into a 
renewed commitment to the normative values of American domesticity; here, however, Jurgis 
refuses to conform:  “He was glad that the end had come—it had to come sometime, and it was 
just as well now.  This was no world for women and children, and the sooner they got out of it 
the better for them” (243-44).  In the 20-odd pages since he lost his wife, Jurgis has come to 
realize that the language of feeling can no longer offer him relief.  Moreover, the father 
understands now that the world he inhabits—one of the cruel, emotionless, mechanical American 
System—cannot sustain women and children.  Standing over Antanas’s dead body, Jurgis is 
cold, unfeeling, and silent.  He has brought the narrative to the limit of sentimentalism and 
brought it into disgust. 
Rejecting the emotion associated with a child’s death has a particular significance in The 
Jungle, a text that courts the sentimental tradition.  As Karen Sánchez-Eppler writes, the death of 
a child is overwrought with meaning in sentimental texts.  During the nineteenth century, dead 
children served as “cultural bereavement over the commodification of affect and social relations 
in an ever more urbanized, industrialized, and impersonal America” (102).  Certainly Ona’s 
death fulfills this “public function” in the narrative, her body serving as evidence in The Jungle’s 
indictment of scientific rationalism and its processing of human beings into waste (Sánchez-
Eppler 102).  In its broken, unbeautiful state, her body bears the scars of an increasingly 
unfeeling society.  But the death of Antanas challenges any larger meaning; it refuses allegory.  
Moreover, against the sentimental tradition, his death breaks up the family unit rather than 
reasserting it as Ona’s had.  The death of a child, Sánchez-Eppler notes, tends “to confirm the 
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family,” while “the multiple representations of a child’s death serve to secure and extend 
domestic affect, filling the house with feeling” (103).  These representations, such as 
daguerreotypes and cartes de visites, “produce out of these dead bodies a meaning that exceeds 
the fact of death” (104).  These miniature memorials “keep and cherish loss,” thus “produc[ing] 
sympathetic connection and sentiment” (109, 112).  Even without such trinkets, Ona’s death 
reaches out to the reader, her dead body transcending the slums of Packingtown.  But Antanas’s 
death disgusts Jurgis; it fills the home with something repugnant and impels him to escape. 
 And so Jurgis runs, leaving Chicago to wander the countryside south of the city, which 
the narrator describes in much the same terms as the narrator in Manassas described Valley Hall.  
His new life of pastoral bliss allows him to feel “like a bird lifted up and borne away upon a gale; 
he stopped and stared at each new sight of wonder—at a herd of cows, and a meadow full of 
daisies, at hedgerows set thick with June roses, at little birds singing in the trees” (244).  
Between bathing in fresh streams, eating fruit off of the trees, and romancing farmers’ daughters, 
Jurgis constructs a new language of self-preservation rather than domestic obligation.  His 
promise to support the family, to “keep his word, come what might” turns into a promise to 
protect and pleasure himself.  Jurgis “had thought the last thought about [Antanas] that he meant 
to; he was going to think of himself, he was going to fight for himself, against the world that had 
baffled him and tortured him!” (244).  He was, after all, “a free man now, a buccaneer.  The old 
wanderlust had got into his blood, the joy of the unbound life, the joy of seeking, of hoping 
without limit” (248).  And yet every so often, Jurgis “could not help but think of little Antanas, 
whom he should never see again, whose little voice he should never hear; and then he would 
have to battle with himself.  Sometimes at night he would waken dreaming of Ona, and stretch 
out his arms to her, and wet the ground with his tears.  But in the morning, he would get up and 
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shake himself, and stride away again to battle with the world” (249).  The freedom that has come 
with Antanas’s death affords Jurgis a second childhood.  He is symbolically reborn:  “his health 
came back to him, all his lost youthful vigor, his joy and power that he had mourned and 
forgotten!  It came with a sudden rush, bewildering him, startling him; it was as if his dead 
childhood had come back to him, laughing and calling!” (249; emphasis added).  Here Jurgis 
transposes the objects of his mourning:  grief for Ona and Antanas now becomes grief for his 
own youth and “dead childhood.”  As Jurgis turns inward, he celebrates the new life he has 
found in the death of his wife and son.  
This new life leads Jurgis to supplant an ethics of caring and sentiment with an ethics of 
protecting and cultivating the self.  His feelings of disaffect and intolerance towards the 
“weakness” of “tears” and “tenderness” produces a narrative that disengages readers.  Jurgis 
refuses the larger community of affect, sympathy, and domestic responsibility and instead 
embraces the self-preserving rhetoric of capitalist individualism.  This same ethos prevents 
readers from reacting with their hearts to The Jungle; they, too, refuse to join a larger affective 
community.  Instead, they turn away from the novel to protect their own interests:  their 
stomachs.  Like other sentimental texts such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin, The Jungle produces what 
Lauren Berlant calls a “civic-minded but passive ideal of empathy” (641).  Sinclair resented that 
readers were civic-minded enough to pressure Congress and President Roosevelt to enact the 
Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, but had been unable to sympathize with Chicago’s stockyard 
workers.  Years later, the beleaguered author would write that he had “objected to Roosevelt that 
he was giving all his attention to the subject of meat-inspection, and none to the subject of labor-
inspection” (Brass Check 47).  “‘The Jungle’ caused the whitewashing of some packing-house 
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walls,” Sinclair lamented, “but it left the wage-slaves in those huge brick packing-boxes exactly 
where they were before” (47).   
 But many readers thought the workers should stay stuck in those factories.  Despite 
Sinclair’s efforts to illustrate how modern ugliness results from unregulated condition within the 
American System, he ultimately failed to convince readers that such ugliness was environmental 
rather than an essential feature of the poor, and of poor immigrants especially.  Most characters 
in The Jungle are ugly because Sinclair uses physical difference to symbolize the brutality of a 
disorganized and unstandardized industrial capitalism:  the further characters become entrenched 
in an unregulated American System, the more disfigured and hideous they grow.  Jurgis, for 
instance, quickly learns that the workers in the packinghouses are prone to disfigurements, 
disorders, and other “peculiar diseases” due to the special nature of their work (113).  The men 
working in the pickle rooms suffer having 
all the joints in his fingers [eaten] by the acid, one by one.  Of the butchers and 
floorsmen, the beef boners and trimmers, and all those who used knives, you 
could scarcely find a person who had the use of his thumb; time and time again 
the base of it had been slashed, till it was a mere lump of flesh against which the 
man pressed the knife to hold it.  The hands of these men would be criss-crossed 
with cuts, until you could no longer pretend to count them or to trace them.  They 
would have no nails—they had worn them off pulling hides; their knuckles were 
swollen so that their fingers spread out like a fan.  (113) 
Although nameless in the narrative, these characters serve as powerful reminders of how real 
workers’ bodies were mutilated, deformed, and mangled by the factories and slaughterhouses in 
Chicago and across the nation, exposing the ugly consequences of industrialism without safety 
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and sanitary standards.  Taylor and Ford may have insisted that their system of scientific 
management unquestionably improved the lives and minds of their workers, but The Jungle tells 
a much different story.  
Jurgis, Ona, and the rest of their family members endure the same fate.  Beginning the 
novel as poor yet young and healthy, these characters devolve throughout the rest of the narrative 
into the run-off of industrial capitalism.  Their story draws a direct link between the fate of 
workers with the economic and social ramifications of a failed American System.  The three 
women of The Jungle, Ona, Elzbieta, and Marija, for instance, cannot escape the “uglifying” 
effects of industrial capitalism.  Elzbieta, once strong and boisterous, falls silent as the result of 
“stupefying, brutalizing work; it left her no time to think, no strength for anything.  She was part 
of the machine she tended, and every faculty that was not needed for the machine was doomed to 
be crushed out of existence” (156-57).  Marija first appears to readers as strong and healthy:  she 
possesses both a “powerful” build and “brawny arms” (8).  But the morphine addiction she 
develops to cope with becoming a sex worker leaves her with a “parchment yellow” complexion 
and “black rings under her eyes” (337).  Ona, meanwhile, “visibly [goes] to pieces,” both 
physically and emotionally.  After growing hysterical from the repeated sexual abuse of her boss, 
Ona begins to display the features of “a hunted animal” as well as a “ghastly white face and her 
haunted eyes of terror” (162, 165).  When she finally reveals to Jurgis her horrible secret, she 
laments, “I am getting ugly” (173).  On her deathbed, just before the age of 18, Ona is “all but a 
skeleton, and as white as a piece of chalk” (217). 
In the same way, the innocent babes of the first chapter devolve into deformed, sickly 
bodies in later chapters.  The narrator describes Kristoforas and Juozapas, two of Teta Elzbieta’s 
children, as “cripples”:  Juozapas loses a leg “by having it run over,” while Kristoforas suffers 
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from “congenital dislocation of the hip” which makes walking impossible (145).  Kristoforas in 
particular is a pathetic sight:  “he was wretchedly sick and undersized; he had the rickets, and 
though he was over three years old, he was no bigger than an ordinary child of one.  All day long 
he would crawl around the floor in a filthy little dress, whining and fretting; because the floor 
was full of draughts he was always catching cold, and snuffling because his nose ran” (145).  
Eventually he eats a smoked sausage “made out of some of the tubercular pork that was 
condemned as unfit for export,” goes into convulsions, and dies (145).  Meanwhile, little Antanas 
also succumbs to an ugly fate because of malnourishment and disease.  At birth, Antanas is “a 
fine baby,” and “an enormous big boy” with “the brightest little black eyes, and little black 
ringlets all over his head”; before long, however, Antanas becomes “a mass of fiery red pimples” 
(123, 160).  As his eyes turn to “running sores,” he resembles “a thing uncanny and impish to 
behold, a plaster of pimples and sweat, a great purple lump of misery” (160).  Covered in these 
festering sores, Antanas is reminiscent of the carbuncular “downed” cattle in the stockyards 
whose boils “would burst and splash foul-smelling stuff into your face” when slaughtered (111).  
As the slumbering infants of the first chapter devolve into the scarred bodies of Juozapas, 
Kristoforas, and Antanas, they illustrate in grotesque detail how a deregulated American System 
breeds ugly children. 
Yet Jurgis undergoes the most brutal and significant transformation by devolving from 
the young groom of the first chapter, with “mighty shoulders” and “giant hands,” to a 
McTeague-like beast by the end of the novel (3).  These are the aesthetic consequences of 
industrial capitalism that Sinclair hopes to expose.  Jurgis’s metamorphosis begins early in the 
narrative when he first gets injured and loses his job.  When he finally returns to find work, our 
protagonist humbly realizes that he “was no longer the finest looking man in the throng, and the 
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bosses no longer made for him; he was thin and haggard, and his clothes were seedy, and he 
looked miserable” (142).  He now sees the “peculiar bitterness of all this,” for, “In the beginning 
he had been fresh and strong, and he had gotten a job the first day; but now he was second-hand, 
a damaged article, so to speak, and they did not want him.  They had got the best out of him, 
with their speeding up and their carelessness, and now they had thrown him away!” (143).  To 
quiet the demons in his head, Jurgis turns to alcohol, which merely exacerbates his mood and 
physical appearance.  The handsome, virile groom of the first chapter soon becomes “savage, 
too—with those who would wreck [his happiness], and with the world, and with his life,” and 
begins to exhibit “ugly moods when he hated Ona and the whole family, because they stood in 
his way” of craving liquor (158, 159). 
Over the course of the next several hundred pages, The Jungle reveals the industrial, 
economic, and cultural processes by which Jurgis, along with other workers and their families, 
become ugly, yet Sinclair’s environmental evidence must battle the dominant discourse about 
ugly immigrants made popular at the turn of the century by eugenicists and other social 
scientists.  The novel itself slips into this eugenic discourse as it associates Jurgis with a beast 
and his fellow workers with savages.  As Jurgis ricochets from one experience to the next, he 
increasingly becomes associated with primitivist imagery and symbolism.  The narrator describes 
Jurgis as living “like a dumb beast of burden, knowing only the moment in which he was” (162).  
When he attacks Ona’s abusive boss in a furious rage, Jurgis resembles a rabid animal:  “In a 
flash he had bent down and sunk his teeth into the man’s cheek; and when they tore him away he 
was dripping with blood, and little ribbons of skin were hanging in his mouth. . . . He fought like 
a tiger, writhing and twisting, half flinging them off, and starting toward his unconscious enemy” 
(175).  In serving the first of several jail sentences for this savage behavior, Jurgis resembles “a 
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wild beast that had glutted itself; he was in a dull stupor of satisfaction” (176).  Later that night, 
the narrator recounts, “he was pacing up and down his cell like a wild beast that breaks its teeth 
upon the bars of its cage” (182).  Jurgis soon concludes that “He was of no consequence—he was 
flung aside, like a bit of trash, the carcass of some animal” (183).  Jurgis has become so ugly and 
broken that he no longer seems human; instead, he begins mimicking capitalism’s “ravenous 
vultures” that will tear “into his vitals and [devour] him” later in the novel (203).  Indeed, Jurgis 
has acquired the ugly traits of the capitalist system; by the end of the novel, he recollects “how, 
when he had first come to Packingtown, he had stood and watched the hog-killing, and thought 
how cruel and savage it was, and come away congratulating himself that he was not a hog; now 
his new acquaintance [Comrade Ostrinski] showed him that a hog was just what he had been—
one of the packers’ hogs” (361). 
As “one of the packers’ hogs,” Jurgis never fully achieves the kind of normative 
subjectivity that white characters, such as his socialist friends, embody by the end of the 
narrative.  His story of triumph from ignorant worker to socialist agitator may end with the 
rallying cry—“‘We shall bear down the opposition, we shall sweep it before us—and Chicago 
will be ours!  Chicago will be ours!  CHICAGO WILL BE OURS” (395)—but this cry is voiced 
by a socialist leader, modeled after Eugene Debs, at a rally Jurgis attends at the end of the novel, 
not the weary protagonist himself.5  Jurgis not only is silent for most of the last chapter of the 
novel, but he is also hardly acknowledged by the narrator.  Like Manassas, The Jungle 
eventually loses interest in its protagonist’s remarkable story.  Thus while Sinclair saves Jurgis 
                                                
5 In a telling twist, Wilson notes that “the speech of the socialist at the end of the book—which 
critics unanimously decry as needlessly tacked on—is actually a lecture Sinclair himself, once a 
college orator, gave at the end of his stay in Chicago” (131). 
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from becoming dead meat, he also fails to develop him into a compelling subject.  The Jurgis of 
the final chapter pales in comparison to his first chapter counterpart:  the young, handsome 
groom who, in his lifelike portrayal, drew readers into his story despite his strange name, 
language, and customs.  By the final pages of the novel, Jurgis has become the silent, ugly, beast-
like immigrant feared in American culture. 
In getting ugly, Jurgis, Ona, and other characters symbolize the brutalizing effects of 
wage slavery under the American System, but this proves to be a dangerous rhetorical strategy.  
As Americans at the end of the nineteenth century policed the public sphere, they targeted 
mendicants, the disabled, the poor, the foreign, and other social outcasts who were believed to be 
dangerous to American society.  Late-nineteenth-century ugly laws both echoed and reinforced 
this panic about ugliness in American culture.  While most ugly laws aimed to eradicate 
mendicancy in urban spaces, they affected other individuals outside of the “normate,” what 
Rosemarie Garland Thomson defines as “the constructed identity of those who, by way of the 
bodily configurations and cultural capital they assume, can step into a position of authority and 
wield the power it grants them” (8).  Those exempt from the normate status—who are 
constructed as deviant—included the poor; poor immigrants were especially held as suspect.  
Susan Schweik writes that a “tensely conjoined mixture of ableism, biologized racism, and 
nativism emerged in American culture, an equation of the unsightly with the alien and the alien 
with the beggar” (Ugly Laws 165).  As immigrants became linked to notions of impurity and 
pollution, their danger took on epic proportions:  “the problem of hideous, inhuman creatures 
pouring through the gates of Ellis Island was not simply a concern for shopkeepers worried about 
the appearance of Park Avenue,” Schweik continues, “It was a national problem; it bore on the 
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basic composition of the nation” (167).  A nation composed of immigrants, this twisted logic 
concludes, is likewise an ugly—a non-normative and hence volatile—nation. 
Sinclair draws on and amplifies this American anxiety over immigration by populating 
his novel with the very “lousy and ignorant foreigners” he fretted over representing.  The Jungle 
may treat these ugly immigrant characters with sympathy for their tragic lives by attempting to 
illustrate how individuals become ugly as a consequence of an unregulated American System, 
but it likewise fails to flesh them out as full-bodied, autonomous persons worthy of sympathy.  In 
a novel like Manassas, one-dimensional slave characters do not detract from the narrative’s 
ability to produce sympathy for them because we are never asked to identify with them.  That is, 
we identify with Allan who in turn does the work for the reader by sympathizing with individuals 
whom the average white, middle-class reader may find repulsive.  The reader thus does not have 
to feel sympathy for the slave directly; the narrative allows the reader to experience sympathy 
via proxy.  Yet in The Jungle, the “lousy and ignorant foreigner” is the protagonist himself; there 
is no intermediary between the reader and the immigrant.  Feeling sympathy for Jurgis may not 
be difficult in the scenes that figure him as loving father or caring husband, for instance, but 
these moments that the middle-class reader would identify with represent merely a fraction of the 
novel.  The rest is devoted to the disgusting consequences of unstandardized American industry:  
Jurgis’s days begging, locked up in prison, and wandering the filthy streets looking for a place to 
sleep.  Sympathy is hard to come by, then, in a novel that produces so few sentimental moments 
while it focuses so exclusively on the disgusting. 
On the one hand, this rhetorical strategy seems compelling since disgust allows readers to 
separate the pure from the impure.  Disgust acts as “a builder of moral and social community,” 
William Ian Miller argues, by “helping to define and locate the boundary separating our group 
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from their group, purity from pollution, the violable from the inviolable” (194-95).  We learn 
how to discern ourselves from impure outsiders, in other words, by feeling disgust for them and 
their actions.  In so doing, disgust unites “the world of impartial spectators into a moral 
community, as cosharers of the same sentiments, as guardians of propriety and purity” (195).  
Not only do we learn to distinguish outsiders when we feel disgust, but we also come to 
recognize ourselves in a shared affective community with those who also experience repulsion; 
we likewise learn what is acceptable in a moral sense within this community.  In a similar vein, 
Sianne Ngai has recently suggested that disgust enables “a strange kind of sociability” (336) 
allowing members of a group to share moral and cultural values of purity and pollution; but it 
also “explicitly blocks the path of sympathy in Adam Smith’s theory of moral sentiment” (335).  
Disgust may bring us pure individuals together, but in the process, we lose the ability to feel 
sympathy for those outside our moral boundaries. 
In a novel that wants to expose the gross practices of an economic and cultural system 
whose standards of decency utterly fail, aligning the American System with ugliness seems to 
make sense.  The Jungle’s ugliness thereby produces “a strange kind of sociability” based on a 
desire to eradicate “the disgusting source of threat”—in this case, the economic system that 
produces rotten meat.  Yet as previously noted, the novel dangerously blurs the line between the 
systemic ugliness of an unregulated American System with the individual ugliness of the 
characters, which, of course, is Sinclair’s point.  Ugliness may be inherent in an unstandardized 
wage slave system, the novel wants to suggest, but it is a material consequence for (and hence 
temporary condition of) its workers.  This fine distinction, however, often gets muddled in the 
narrative, often producing the workers themselves as the sources of ugliness, which has 
debilitating consequences for Sinclair’s radical project.  Because disgust “admits the existence of 
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danger and threat,” Miller contends, disgust “often seeks removal, even eradication of the 
disgusting source of threat” (251).  This impulse proves effective as long as the narrative 
exclusively aligns bad aesthetics with industrial capitalism, but it does not:  The Jungle gets its 
aesthetic wires crossed by asking readers to exterminate one source of ugliness (non-standard 
working conditions) while identifying with and thereby feeling sympathy for another (non-
standard characters).  As a result of this mixed message, readers demanded better (regulated) 
meat, but not better (regulated) conditions for workers in the sordid slaughterhouses. 
The Jungle thus expresses a familiar middle-class anxiety about the working class.  Miller 
reads George Orwell’s The Road to Wigan Pier (1937), a documentary of the industrial working 
class in northern England, as an instance of the middle class’s inability to overcome their own 
disgust with the poor.  Similar to the posturing Stephen Crane creates towards his poor characters 
in Maggie:  A Girl of the Streets (1893), Orwell’s disgust with the lower class, Miller argues, 
overwhelms his desire to help them:  disgust, in other words, “was what stood in the way of 
socialism’s success” (239).  Orwell finds it difficult “to overcome the revoltingness of the 
working classes but also [to overcome] the repulsiveness of those middle-class types who were 
drawn to the socialist cause. . . . the problem is that real people and their assaults on one’s senses 
and sensibilities get in the way of loftier ideals” (239).  In The Jungle, this desire applies both to 
the rotten meat as well as to the “lousy and ignorant foreigners” who “might be understood as 
inevitably diseased, infectious, and loathsome, a danger to the entire nation” (Schweik, Ugly 
Laws 168).  Disgust is dangerous for The Jungle because it “admits the existence of danger and 
threat”—an existence that can (and does) work against the interests of the immigrant workers by 
hitting readers in their guts. 
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Yet Miller notes that this desire to remove the disgusting is often ambivalent:  “Like 
those we hate, those who disgust us define who we are and whom we are connected with.  We 
need them too—downwind” (251).  For the middle-class readers of The Jungle who need the 
working class in order to sustain their own privileged class position, this imperative to aid wage 
slaves is conflicting.  Many readers quite literally need, as Miller suggests, the presence of Jurgis 
and his fellow workers—but “downwind.”  Even Sinclair, who remained steadfast in his support 
of the working class, appears at times to be disgusted with the people and places of the lower 
class:  his repeated characterization of Jurgis as a dumb beast, as well as his racist portrayal of 
African-American and Eastern-European workers unearth a less sympathetic and sophisticated 
understanding of race relations on the part of the author.6  Indeed, he acknowledged that writing 
The Jungle not only troubled his heart, but also his stomach:  “Three months of incessant work” 
on The Jungle, he wrote, “put my stomach nearly out of commission” (Autobiography 112).  In 
                                                
6 When the packers go on strike, the slaughter- and packinghouses ship in a crew of scabs whom 
the narrator describes “an assortment of the criminals and thugs of the city, besides Negroes and 
the lowest foreigners—Greeks, Roumanians, Sicilians, and Slovaks.  They had been attracted 
more by the prospect of disorder than by the big wages; and they made the night most hideous 
with singing and carousing” (307).  This “throng of stupid black Negroes and foreigners who 
could not understand a word that was said to them,” and are lazy, violent, and unpredictable 
(307-8).  The narrator reasons in ugly essentialist terms that the “ancestors of these black people 
had been savages in Africa; and since then they had been chattel slaves,” they do not appreciate 
their newfound “freedom” to work, as well as their unchecked opportunity “to gratify every 
passion, free to wreck themselves” (313).  More, they reduce Packingtown to a “saturnalia of 
debauchery” with “scenes such as never before had been witnessed in America” (313).  
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these troubling depictions of the working class, Sinclair espouses a degree of disgust with his 
subject matter that undercuts the sympathetic aims of his narrative.  Moreover, he exacerbates 
this problem by creating characters that fail to fulfill the middle-class values of domesticity.  In 
doing so, the novel again distances its working-class characters from the values and expectations 
of its middle-class audience. 
 
Ugly Domesticity 
The Jungle links the aesthetic failure of its characters with their inability to secure 
normative, American bourgeois domesticity.  Instead of fulfilling the promise of the newlywed’s 
domestic life, Sinclair crafts a grotesque version of middle-class home life that shocks the 
narrative out of sentimentalist conventions.  Again, the narrative attempts to blame systematic, 
environment and cultural factors for its characters’ failures, yet it often slips into essentialist 
rhetoric, pitting its audience against a cast of unreadable characters.  Domestic ugliness is 
particularly troubling in The Jungle because it remains unromantic and unbeautiful within the 
narrative:  there is no beauty in the poverty of the Packingtown slums.  Unlike the “aesthetics of 
poverty” in works such as Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941)—which, as Gavin Jones 
argues, privileges poverty as a kind of perverse beauty—the unromantic, unbeautiful, and 
unsentimental ugliness in The Jungle does not become its own stylized aesthetic to be desired.  
Rather, it is to be feared, exterminated.  Agee may find his poor subjects “blessed and beautiful 
not despite but because of their brutalization” (Jones 125), but Sinclair constructs his ugly 
aesthetics not to emulate, but to eradicate.  This desire to remove ugliness, however, depends 
upon the narrative’s ability to repulse and disgust, troubling Sinclair’s sentimental aesthetics.  
Jurgis and Ona’s home is irredeemably ugly and cannot be painted over by romantic middle-
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class fantasies about the simplicity of poverty.  Instead of charmingly destitute, their home 
resembles the dinginess and squalor of the factories and slaughterhouses, proving to be just as 
confining and depressing as the world outside it.  Furthermore, these spaces fail to produce and 
nurture “normal,” healthy children:  little Antanas, remember, drowns in a shallow mud puddle 
just outside the front door.  Such grotesque domesticity threatens the family’s ability to establish 
a home of their own in America as well as the reader’s sympathy for their inability to do so.  
Without a stable source of income, the Rudkus’s depressing home quickly morphs into a 
nightmarish version of the life they hoped to build in America.  Jurgis and Ona’s first winter in 
Chicago—their first winter as husband and wife—is rocked by turbulent fears about money, 
work, and problems with their house.  These concerns begin to wear down the couple, who spend 
most of their time either arguing or falling into an exhausted, dumb stupor.  The narrator 
painfully recounts how their home life is as miserable as their working lives: 
Such a pitiful beginning it was for their married life; they loved each other so, and 
they could not have the briefest respite!  It was a time when everything cried out 
to them that they ought to be happy; when wonder burned in their hearts, and 
leaped into flame at the slightest breath. . . . They had opened their hearts, like 
flowers to the springtime, and the merciless winter had fallen upon them.  They 
wondered if ever any love that had blossomed in the world had been so crushed 
and trampled! (84) 
This domestic ugliness, coating their lives like a thick winter’s storm, cannot be romanticized as 
a symbolic purging of the surplus of modern living.  Rather than strip away bourgeois excess to 
make way for a life rooted in simple values, this ugly poverty blocks the attainment of standard 
American middle-class domesticity altogether.  Unlike Ona’s ugly death, the physical ugliness of 
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their “crushed and trampled” home life cannot be used to achieve abstract, universal ideals of 
noble living.  In The Jungle, the Rudkus home is the place where sentimental affect goes to 
wither away and die.  
As their life grows increasingly ugly, Jurgis and Ona endure the “anguish that comes with 
destitution, that is so endlessly bitter and cruel, and yet so sordid and petty, so ugly, so 
humiliating—unredeemed by the slightest touch of dignity or even of pathos” (88).  Here, bad 
aesthetics produce more than ugly homes; they empty the home of the emotions necessary for 
sentimental identification:  “dignity” and “pathos.”  “Such were the cruel terms upon which their 
life was possible,” explains the narrator, for in “addition to all their physical hardships, there was 
thus a constant strain upon their minds; they were harried all day and nearly all night by worry 
and fear.  This was in truth not even living; it was scarcely even existing” (115-16).  This 
suffering soon causes the family unit to fall apart completely:  after Ona and Little Antanas die, 
Jurgis goes to prison, and other various family members tragically fall away from the narrative.  
The family that began the novel in such high hopes for their life together in America is utterly 
shattered.  It is no wonder, then, that the narrator concedes early on that they “had dreamed of 
freedom; of a chance to look about them and learn something; to be decent and clean, to see their 
child grown up to be strong.  And now it was all gone—it would never be!  They had played the 
game and they had lost” (157).  By the end of the chapter the family unit has completely 
dissolved, undoing the celebratory moment of its inception in the first chapter. 
In constructing this grotesque home life, Sinclair inverts the traditional sentimental 
domestic setting, a technique used by many writers to critique bourgeois values.  Raymond 
Williams has argued that at the center of European modernism and the avant-garde rests the 
experience of “the bourgeois world [as] grotesque” and a “growing critique of the bourgeois 
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family” (86, 56).  More recently in Grotesque Relations:  Modernist Domestic Fiction and the 
U.S. Welfare State (2008), Susan Edmunds argues that American modernists “use grotesque 
modes of representation to deform and estrange the genre” of domestic fiction, “shuffling its 
contents and upending its conventions” in order to resist the sentimental (4).  This “sentimental 
model of family life,” Edmunds explains, “slowly acquired state and federal endorsement in the 
twentieth [century], passing through the sieves of government to become the dominant family 
model first for the nation’s white citizens and then for the nation’s citizenry at large” (7).  In 
“shuffling” and “upending” the conventions of domestic literature that valued this sentimental 
model of living, modernist writers refuse the domestic’s “newly normative and normalizing 
power” (15).  In other words, American modernists such as those in Edmunds’s study—Djuna 
Barnes, Tillie Olsen, and Sinclair Lewis—use “a discourse of the grotesque” to create a “forum 
for questioning white middle-class people’s own ability to keep house at the very moment in 
which state and federal agencies were assuming responsibility for disseminating the domestic 
ideals of that same class to all citizens” (33).  Grotesque domesticity then undercuts rather than 
reinforces heternormative ideals for Edmunds. 
In its own way The Jungle cultivates a grotesque domesticity.  Ona can never be the 
“sentimental mother, guardian of culture and loving caretaker of the young” nor can Jurgis ever 
serve as the “genteel father, kind master and giver of the law” (Edmunds 3, 4).  Instead of 
depicting adults who can properly “keep house,” The Jungle exposes how inadequately working-
class immigrants are able to care for and establish a domesticity that fulfills the ideals of the 
Progressive-era American society under a broken American System.  Unlike the authors in 
Edmunds’s study, however, Sinclair wants not to question how well the white middle class can 
“keep house,” but to demonstrate how poor immigrants are never given a chance to:  how an 
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unregulated, exploitative American System prevents working-class immigrants from obtaining 
the American Dream.  In this way Sinclair blames industrial capitalism’s ugly aesthetics for 
soiling the standardized values of middle-class, white American culture, rather than denouncing 
the race and class privilege of this normative lifestyle altogether.  Indeed, the novel reiterates the 
hegemonic belief that ideals of scientific management (symmetry, harmony, balance, proportion) 
realize the “democratic aesthetic” to its fullest.  Ugliness, on the contrary, embodies the 
asymmetry, disharmony, imbalance, and disproportion that promote social hierarchy.  As a 
panacea to such aesthetic woes, the novel advocates socialism, not industrial capitalism, so that 
America may achieve a beautiful democracy.  The ugliness of Packingtown certainly facilitates 
Jurgis’s revolutionary epiphany about capitalism; in this sense it is transformative both 
individually as well as socially.  But the difference they have acquired from their deregulated 
conditions ultimately prevents working-class immigrants from assimilating into American 
culture and thus into readers’ hearts.   
By not keeping house properly, Jurgis and Ona are marked as bad (or even non-) citizens, 
placing them further outside the boundaries of the American System.  Because difference was 
perceived as a threat to democracy, the unsightly were labeled threats to the American way of 
life.  Russ Castronovo notes that civic reformers clung to the belief that aesthetics “should master 
the citizen by encouraging social and political behavior guided by order, unity, and symmetry.  
By seeking satisfaction in formal properties that encase affect and action, the citizen as aesthetic 
subject internally adjusts him- or herself to criteria that, as luck would have it, are also the 
hallmark of state-sponsored liberalism” (Castronovo 14-15).  In The Jungle, Sinclair certainly 
advocates the use of aesthetics to cultivate democratic subjects; socialism must win the battle 
over ugliness (deregulated capitalism) so that individuals such as Jurgis can become a citizen in 
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the first place.  But Sinclair envisions a specifically politicized aesthetic citizen, one that runs 
counter to the dominant philosophies espoused by social workers and reformers of the time.  
Castronovo explains that, above all, the citizen as aesthetic object “should not be political” 
because “‘Political importance’ appears excessive and chaotic, a negative quality that necessarily 
invites the repressive arm of the law.  Beauty is inversely related to politics; as aesthetic 
resources become scarce, politics intrudes more and more on the scene, resulting in the ugliness 
of agitation and anarchic passion” (41).  The ugly characters of The Jungle are not just 
unattractive immigrants, then; they are potential threats to democracy because they fail to 
conform to the aesthetic values of good citizenry, which, not coincidentally, are the same values 
of the American System:  order, reason, harmony, and balance.  Ugliness is dangerous because it 
encourages the masses into political agitation and disarray, whereas the beautiful principles of 
scientific rationalism and bureaucratic management act as political tranquilizer.  Forget religion:  
for early-twentieth-century city planners, such “beauty” serves as the opiate of the masses.   
Yet Sinclair approaches this beauty from an entirely different perspective:  its egalitarian 
nature creates the conditions for a harmonious socio-economic infrastructure, like socialism, that 
produces actively political subjects.  Sinclair wants to create freethinking, autonomous subjects, 
but by advocating the principles of a beautiful American System rather than an alternative set of 
cultural values as the means to do so, he mutes his own radical political agenda.  Sinclair merely 
reinforces the privileged practices and ideals already in place.  Like many of his readers, Sinclair 
advocates reform, not revolution, of the American System, and believes that the beautiful, 
organized, rational principles of socialism will cure modern America’s woes.  Socialism thus 
becomes the political vehicle to achieve the normative aesthetic values of the early-twentieth-
century reform workers and City Beautiful planners.  But in the process, Sinclair’s call to 
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eradicate ugliness risks mollifying political unrest rather than inciting it.  How radical and world-
changing can beauty be in a culture that uses it to train well-mannered, conforming, complacent 
citizens?  For a nation that looked to beauty as a safe solution to its ills, Sinclair’s brand of 
socialism—one that depends upon the increased regulation of the American System—may not 
have seemed so revolutionary after all. 
 Such deflating political rhetoric has not gone unnoticed in Sinclair criticism.  Granville 
Hicks, for instance, has argued that “the conception of the class struggle, so fundamental in 
Marx’s philosophy, the idea that the proletariat and only the proletariat will create the socialist 
state,” remained “alien” to Sinclair throughout this life (202).  Sinclair’s socialism, Hicks 
contends: 
has always been of the emotional sort, a direct response to his own environment, 
and, as a result of his failure to undergo an intense intellectual discipline, he has 
never eradicated the effects of his bourgeois upbringing.  Though his aim has 
been socialistic, his psychology has remained that of a liberal.  Therefore, whether 
he realizes it or not, he is always writing for the middle class, trying to persuade 
his fellows to take their share of the burden of humanity’s future, to pity the poor 
worker and strive for his betterment. (202-03) 
The Jungle values the bourgeois lifestyle as a right poor immigrants deserve for the burdens they 
bear for the U.S.  But middle-class readers did not rally around Jurgis’s cause; by not pitying 
him, they did not “strive for his betterment.”  These two class positions remain disparate and 
even further polarized by the end of the novel.  In fact, The Jungle ends with a monologue by a 
powerful and influential activist while Jurgis sits somewhere in the crowd, mute and anonymous. 
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Christopher P. Wilson has also acknowledged the tension between working-class and 
middle-class interests in The Jungle.  Wilson argues that the novel’s attempt to build sympathy 
for the immigrant workers collapses under the weight of two “competing consciousnesses of the 
novel,” one in the beleaguered laborer (Jurgis), and the other in the middle-class “visitor” (the 
reader).  The middle-class reader, in being positioned as a guest rather than an insider, never gets 
fully incorporated into the novel’s psyche: 
Valiant as the attempt may be, this “visitor” undercuts Sinclair’s goal of empathy.  
As a literary vestige both of the originally conceived well-bred youth and of 
Sinclair himself, the visitor is an intelligence who is affected by Packingtown 
(smells, cattle slaughter, billboards) in a way we cannot be sure Jurgis and his co-
workers are.  Sinclair hoped to make his own initiation contiguous with Jurgis’s, 
but in fact the visitor is either too far ahead of his subjects ideologically or too far 
behind them experientially.  His projection never fully integrates into workers’ 
lives:  despite Sinclair’s professed intentions, this is not a novel written entirely 
from the “inside.” (134) 
While I am uncomfortable guessing where the reader or the worker is “ahead” or “behind” in the 
narrative (and that these two identities are mutually exclusive to begin with; certainly there are 
working-class readers in The Jungle, and plenty of workers read the novel when it was 
published), Wilson is right to note that Sinclair’s treatment of the reader as visitor has serious 
consequences for his narrative.  “[I]t may have been that readers were carried along quite 
powerfully,” Wilson concludes, “but only from the guarded position of the visitor” (136).  The 
cacophony of narrative voices as well as the striking ugliness of the characters and their lifestyle 
led readers to “find so much vicarious power in the text,” yet narrative techniques also sensually 
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overwhelmed readers to a point at which they “finally misread its motives” (Wilson 135).  
Because Sinclair’s characters remained outside the formal conception of middle-class readers 
(both in their aesthetics/physical appearance and in their narrative placement), they also 
remained excluded from a larger community of feeling and sympathy, and hence, political unity. 
 
Spectacular Disgust 
In the face of its overwhelming ugliness, The Jungle proved remarkably successful 
commercially, culturally, and even politically.  Although it was not credited with starting a war 
like Uncle Tom’s Cabin, The Jungle nevertheless became an international phenomenon when 
Doubleday, Page published it in February 1906.  Six weeks later the novel “had become an 
international favorite, selling more than 25,000 copies” (Barrett xii), and by mid-year Sinclair 
had already made “more than $30,000 from sales of The Jungle at home and abroad” (Arthur 83-
84).  The American public responded to the novel with such indignation at the conditions of the 
meat packing industry that President Theodore Roosevelt launched a private investigation to 
assess the conditions reported in the novel.  The investigation eventually vindicated Sinclair, 
intensifying the sensationalism surrounding the book.  Sinclair would later reflect on this time:  
“Here was a sensation, not only nation-wide, but international; here was the whole world 
clamoring for news about one particular matter of supreme public importance” (Brass Check 41).  
Soon after, Sinclair biographer Kevin Mattson reports, “Meat sale plummeted.  People were 
talking about the book throughout the country.  The public had awakened, and now it started 
demanding that something be done” (66).  While reformers had already begun to push for 
legislative action to ensure the quality of meat, the publication of The Jungle provided the public 
pressure needed to move Roosevelt and Congress into action.  In June of 1906, Roosevelt, 
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“concerned not so much by his own breakfast sausage as by the image of an irresponsible 
government ignoring a serious threat to the health of its citizen,” signed the Pure Food and Drug 
Act as well as the Meat Inspection Act (Barrett xii).   
Even though Sinclair did not get the socialist revolution he wanted, he nevertheless got 
the nation’s attention.  But why?  Why would a story about a “lousy and ignorant foreigner” 
garner so much attention from the reading public, especially if, as I have been arguing, it 
rhetorically pushed its readers away in disgust?  The Jungle was published at a fortuitous time:  it 
paraded ugliness out in the open for all to see precisely at the moment the American System—
reformers, politicians, law enforcers, and even average citizens—were pushing it back behind 
closed doors.  As the private sphere became charged with the task of concealing society’s ugliest 
secrets, public space was left to cultivate a beautifully regimented democracy.  Despite this 
national effort to eradicate ugliness, however, the U.S. witnessed not a decrease in discourses 
surrounding ugliness, but an explosion.  Americans just couldn’t stop talking, writing, and 
worrying about it.  In this time of great aesthetic distress, when all efforts were being made to 
eliminate ugliness, The Jungle put it back on display, exposing it for the public eye to see. 
In this way The Jungle became an event, a spectacle.  After its publication, a media 
frenzy ensued.  Newspaper articles, editorials, letters from concerned citizens, articles by Sinclair 
himself, as well as a carefully crafted ad campaign by Doubleday, Page put The Jungle on the 
front page of periodicals across the nation.  The New York Evening World declared:  “Not since 
Byron awoke one morning to find himself famous has there been such an example of world-wide 
celebrity won in a day by a book as had come to Upton Sinclair”  (qtd. in Brass Check 46).  
Book reviews contradicted one another in terms of the novel’s literary merit, but they 
nevertheless raised the stakes surrounding the novel’s reception even higher by condemning or 
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praising the novel with hyperbolic rhetoric.  A reviewer for the Outlook chided, “To disgust the 
reader by dragging him through every conceivable horror, physical and moral, to depict with 
lurid excitement and with offensive minuteness the life in jail and brothel—all this is to 
overreach the object. . . . Mr. Sinclair’s indictment of the employing classes would have been 
more convincing if it were less hysterical” (qtd. in Brass Check 37).  Meanwhile, advertisements 
for The Jungle dramatically warned readers and booksellers to reserve their copy as soon as 
possible before the publisher ran out.  In the June 9, 1906 issue of Publishers’ Weekly, 
Doubleday, Page took out a full-page advertisement to announce: 
This tremendous novel started the whole meat inspection excitement.  We 
feel that events of the last two weeks have amply justified our claims for the 
book’s accuracy, which we checked by the most careful investigation before 
issuing it. 
Clearly, the American people are going to read it.  Two orders for 2,500 
copies each on June 5, a telegram for 1,000 on June 6, and the mail full of smaller 
orders from all over the country. 
We’re 7,000 behind our orders at this minute—but we’ve had five presses 
running on the book ever since the sensation began, and we’ll have a supply next 
week.   
   Better send your orders in NOW, as the demand is increasing every day. 
(1655) 
As though to spur a panic, Publishers’ Weekly ratcheted up the sensation surrounding Sinclair’s 
manifesto by suggesting the publisher may falter on capitalism’s golden rule—supply may not 
keep up with demand.  If this ad didn’t do the trick, then the cover of Publishers’ Weekly a few 
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weeks later on June 23, surely did (see Figure 2.1):  “1360 COPIES SOLD EVERY DAY for 
two weeks,” it read (1795).  In order to boost sales (rather than support for workers), the ad 
declared:  “No novel of this generation has had such extraordinary effect as Mr. Sinclair’s 
tremendous story” (1795).   
Backing The Jungle’s sensational ad campaign was Isaac Marcosson, a former reporter 
who worked for Doubleday, Page, and who saw potential in The Jungle early on.  After reading 
Sinclair’s manuscript, Marcosson “burst into Walter Page’s office, saying that if they failed to 
publish this book they should ‘have guardians appointed’ for them.  It was destined to become 
‘either a sensational success or a magnificent failure,’ though he was certain of the former if it 
were properly merchandised” (Arthur 66-67).  As “Marcosson worked hard to sell Upton Sinclair 
as a commodity,” he realized that  
There had been nothing like this scenario, or like Sinclair himself, in American 
literary history.  Marcosson put all the elements together—Sinclair’s reputation, 
his manner, his explosive manuscript, and the topicality of his subject, now 
clearly bad meat and not wage slavery—and turned The Jungle into more than 
just a book.  It was an event, an extravaganza, unique and unparalleled, 
Marcosson said; writing about it many years later, he doubted whether 
“publishing history has ever developed such a strenuous and continuously 
dramatic situation as was brought about by The Jungle.”  The star of the drama 
was Sinclair himself. (Arthur 69, 70) 
This “extravaganza”—fueled by the media, Doubleday, Page, Sinclair, and the President 
himself—made The Jungle the “sensational success” Marcosson predicted.  Over 100 years later 
it still remains of the most sensational and successful books to have been published in America.  
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Indeed, in 2006, the one-hundredth anniversary of the novel’s publication, the Chicago Tribune 
Magazine ran a story about the novel and the current state of the U.S. food industry.  The cover 
features a neatly sliced piece of red meat—centered in a clean, seemingly sterilized setting—
partially hidden by a mammoth headline:  “‘The Jungle’ Turns 100:  What’s Changed—and 
What Hasn’t—Since Upton Sinclair’s Classic Novel Revealed the Horrors of Chicago’s 
Stockyards.”  Assuring readers that the American System has indeed come a long way in food 
processing since Sinclair’s angry novel, the cover attempts to quell any fears readers might have 
about national standards of the twenty-first century.7   
Although the novel’s ugliness pushed people out of the sympathetic narrative, it drew 
them into a national conversation about spectacle, mass entertainment, and consumerism.  The 
decades leading up to the publication of The Jungle saw public demonstrations of ugliness and 
physical monstrosity as a form of entertainment.  Throughout the nineteenth century—what 
Rosemarie Garland Thomson and others have called “an era of display” (Thomson 58)—freak 
shows attracted audiences based on the spectacle of human difference.  Thomson argues that as a 
“ritualized spectacle,” the freak show “fixed the mute freak as a figure of otherness upon which 
the spectators could displace anxieties and uncertainties about their own identities” (75, 61).  In 
viewing the extraordinary bodies on display at freak shows, spectators constructed a safe divide 
between their own rational, controlled body, and the irrational, unpredictable body of the freak.  
In addition to fulfilling a need for the individual American citizen to create a stable identity, 
Thomson argues that freak shows likewise answered a larger, cultural imperative:  “that the 
onlookers needed to constantly reaffirm the difference between ‘them’ and ‘us’ at a time when 
                                                
7 In another nod to “What’s Changed” over the past century, a sidebar for an article inside the 
Magazine insists, “Tofu Gets Some Respect.” 
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immigration, emancipation of the slaves, and female suffrage confounded previously reliable 
physical indices of status and privilege such as maleness and Western European features” (65).  
Freak shows allowed Americans to feel more “American” in the face of such threats as the 
increased visibility and power of those who didn’t look like them. 
 As the nineteenth century drew to a close, however, freak shows began to lose their 
cultural value.  Thanks in large part to entertainers like P. T. Barnum, the freak show had 
promoted the monstrous body as a work of wonder and curiosity.  When “scientists had 
transformed the freak into a medical specimen,” however, the freak could no longer maintain its 
mysterious “nature” (Thomson 75).  “As the nineteenth century progressed,” Thomson writes, 
“the ever-worrisome freak was cast less in the language of the marvelous and explained more 
and more in the ascending scientific discourse of pathology” (74).  American culture thus turned 
to more formal ways of legitimizing the normate, such as “colonialism, eugenic legislation, and 
compulsory institutionalization or sterilization” (78).  Susan Schweik and Russ Castronovo have 
recently added the ugly laws and civic beautification programs such as the City Beautiful 
movement to this list; my project also contributes by showing how various other branches of the 
American System ensured a regulated and standardized nation by eradicating non-normativity.  
Instead of controlling embodied differences by putting them on display, then, twentieth-century 
America hid them behind the closed doors of prisons and asylums.  Difference was now a private 
concern rather than a public spectacle.   
The Jungle resurrects a similar type of public spectacle about (human) difference in 
modernity, although instead of occurring on stage or in a carnival tent, the novel performed its 
“unparalleled” feat in the literary marketplace.  In the end, The Jungle succeeded not despite its 
shocking ugliness but because of it:  audiences consumed the novel’s ugliness as a form of 
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entertainment—and they were insatiable.  There is something titillating about shedding light on a 
taboo just as it is being thrust into the shadows.  The Jungle blurred the line between disgust and 
desire, cultivating a spectacular dimension of literary consumerism in the early decades of the 
twentieth century.  As Sianne Ngai writes, “what makes [a disgusting] object abhorrent is 
precisely its outrageous claim for desirability.  The disgusting seems to say, ‘You want me,’ 
imposing itself on the subject as something to be mingled with and perhaps even enjoyed” (335).  
Many readers certainly wanted and enjoyed The Jungle, but in doing so, they demonstrated how 
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Chapter 3 
Djuna Barnes’s Repulsive Women of Greenwich Village 
 
 As the American System gained momentum in the early decades of the twentieth century, 
it resulted in the increasing regulation of urban spaces across the nation.  During the 1910s in 
particular there was a definite effort to bring New York City in line with the regimented 
principles of the American System, just as there has been the previous decade in Upton Sinclair’s 
Chicago.  Indeed, historians characterize New York City in the teens as a time and place that 
exerted tremendous legal and social energy to mitigate the dangers of civic, commercial, and 
artistic unsightliness and vulgarity.  From a wave of censorship initiated by the Comstock Laws 
and the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice, to the outrage and fear produced by the 
1913 Armory Show, New York City found itself mired in an aesthetic struggle between what 
were believed to be the national, democratic virtues of standardization, and the degeneracy of 
social and human difference.   
Many writers reflected these cultural changes in their stylistic choices and narrative 
strategies.  Turning away from nineteenth-century rhetorical excesses, including sentiment and 
sympathy—the very strategies Sinclair embraced—these modernists cultivated a new style of 
writing that emulated the nation’s fascination with scientific rationalism and bureaucratic 
management.  Much like the American System itself, this brand of American modernism favored 
principles of efficiency, order, and rationality.  Christine Stansell notes that: 
American moderns had little interest in the Decadents’ explorations of the 
sensuous, fugitive nature of language; Conrad’s experiments in unloosing 
narrative from nineteenth-century conventions remained foreign.  Rather, the 
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American writers saw their task as telling the truth of modern life, an act that, in 
their minds, amounted to revolutionary realism.  A renovated realism presented 
itself as a solvent of bourgeois society, stripping away florid excesses of 
moralistic language and sentimental effusions to reveal the truth of social 
relations and individual souls. (161) 
Many modernist writers crafted such “renovated” and “revolutionary” realism to challenge 
bourgeois styles of writing.  Dedicated to the “truth of modern life,” they rejected the garish 
ornamentation that now seemed old and archaic in the new, modern U.S.  In breaking from 
nineteenth-century notions of beauty tied to femininity and sentimentality, modernists such as 
Ernest Hemingway, T. S. Eliot, and Ezra Pound rejected the aesthetics and ethics Sinclair clung 
to in The Jungle.  By the second decade of the twentieth century, Anglo-American modernism 
cultivated a literary style that embraced the ideals of scientific rationalism and bureaucratic 
management. 
To do so, thereby distancing this new literature of the American System from that of the 
previous century, many high modernists couched feminine sentimentality and sympathy in the 
excessive and decadent styles of the ugly.  Lesley Higgins argues in The Modernist Cult of 
Ugliness (2002) that ugliness was used as “a coveted mark of distinction” for these male writers:  
ugliness “confirmed their places and privileges within a self-selected coterie” (132).   It did so by 
providing a way out of traditional notions of beauty that depended on the female form.  As 
Wendy Steiner argues, the avant-garde resisted woman as the idealization of beauty because 
feminine sentiment, ornamentation, and melodrama supposedly upheld “bourgeois philistinism” 
(xxv).  As the avant-gardes inextricably link femininity to women, they collapse the distinction 
between gender and sex; all women are feminine.  High modernists thus tied ugliness to the 
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excess of feminine aesthetics; in so doing, they denied women aesthetic value by “either 
eliminating [woman] altogether or presenting her as grotesque and deathly” (Steiner 38).  To this 
end, writers used ugliness to diagnose a set of cultural aesthetics grounded in bourgeois feminine 
excess that had gone rancid in the modern world, a series of values and truths that no longer held 
in the age of machinery.  Tailoring an aesthetic to fit the needs, tastes, and ideas of the modern 
American System would depend almost exclusively on eradicating the feminine from the realm 
of the beautiful.1 
This has been the dominant narrative crafted by literary historians.  But another 
modernism—a modernism of human difference—emerges in these years as well.  Djuna Barnes 
                                                
1 Not only did the avant-garde reject women as objects of beauty, but they also rejected women 
as producers of beauty.  Pound, for instance, preferred that women occupy themselves with 
domestic concerns rather than with the intellectual problem of aesthetics in an age of speed and 
machinery.  Of course, he and several other artists made concessions for certain women writers, 
namely H. D., Amy Lowell, and Djuna Barnes herself, but however talented, these women 
always came up short in the minds of the male writers.  Indeed, the Anglo-American high 
modernists were devoted to the eradication of women from the artistic realm, and in so doing, 
liberated “aesthetic discourse from all things even remotely female, feminine, and womanly” 
(Higgins 154).  Avant-garde writers had other means of denying women beauty such as turning 
them into beasts (as was the case in the primitivist artwork of Picasso), or into machines (as in 
Wyndham Lewis’s “Portrait of an Englishwoman,” published in BLAST).  In so doing, the avant-
garde threatened to extradite women from the realm of human experience and history, denying 
them subjectivity in the world of masculine modernity.  For more on high modernism’s 
misogynistic ugliness, see Felski; Higgins; and Steiner. 
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upends this aesthetic tradition by fashioning a modernism out of the principles of excess, waste, 
and decadence, thereby challenging the streamlined, efficient aesthetic of American high 
modernism of the teens.  In her first published collection of poetry, The Book of Repulsive 
Women (1915), Barnes scorns the “revolutionary” and “renovated” realism of her peers and 
instead embraces the “florid excesses” not of the sentimental tradition, but of the repulsive 
aesthetic of the grotesque and morbid.  Drawing on European, fin de siècle decadence, The Book 
of Repulsive Women refuses a realistic and truthful representation embraced by the young 
moderns and instead indulges in the unsightly, the non-normative, and the vulgar of the female 
and the foreign.  Spurned within American artistic circles since the late nineteenth century, 
romantic European aesthetics became a public concern in the 1910s with the arrival of the 
Armory Show in 1913, an event that incited eugenic fears of Old World decay and death.  By 
cloaking her subject matter in a degenerate style influenced by feminine European decadence, 
Barnes confronts the streamlined, Anglo-American masculine aesthetic of high modernism with 
her lascivious women, social freaks, and sexual deviants.2  She thus celebrates human difference 
within the American System, puzzling together a modernism out of American non-normativity 
rather than American standards of order, efficiency, and streamlined design. 
                                                
2 Scholars have also noted that Barnes’s writing resists realism in its fascination with types rather 
than the round characters that contemporaries such as Crane and Dreiser crafted in their stories 
of urban living.  See Plumb 13-18; and Douglas Messerli, “The Newspaper Tales of Djuna 
Barnes,” esp. 10-13.  This fascination can be found in Barnes’s early journalism, in particular in 
pieces such as “Types Found in Odd Corners Round About Brooklyn” (a series of articles she 
wrote in 1913 for The Brooklyn Daily Eagle) that pursue an almost ethnographic study of the 
“types” that populate New York City.   
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In this way, Barnes also upends an American System that positioned women as the 
producers of scientific rationalism and bureaucratic management.  As Martha Banta has noted, 
“By the second decade of the twentieth century, the principles of rationalization and 
standardization had been brought into factory lives and office lives; they also had made their way 
forcefully into women’s space through the highly publicized introduction of Taylorism into the 
home” (233).  New disciplines such as “domestic science” and “home economics,” Banta 
explains, incorporated Fordist and Taylorist principles into domestic chores, making women’s 
work more similar to the work their husbands, fathers, and brothers did in factories.  Remember 
J. Horace McFarland’s plea in Ladies’ Home Journal:  “If only half of the good women of 
America who glance at this page become interested to the point of a little simple action, we may 
see in a short space of time, comparatively, William Morris’s hope realized, and more.  We can 
have clean homes first, and then clean and beautiful streets, farms, towns and cities” (15).  
Although Catharine Beecher, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, and other women authored guides for 
maintaining and ordering domestic spaces in the nineteenth century, it wasn’t until the twentieth 
that this work gained the respected status of scientific knowledge.3   
                                                
3 This did not necessarily make women’s lives happier or easier.  “Since there had been no 
division and specialization of labor in the home,” Dolores Hayden writes, “the industrial 
paraphernalia of task analysis with stopwatches made housewives into split personalities.  They 
were the ‘managers’ supervising their own speedup” (96).  Moreover, Hayden continues, 
“Household engineers made women feel guilty for not doing tasks fast enough.  Advertisers 
made both men and women feel guilty through emotional blackmail.  Men were told that if they 
loved their wives, they owed it to them to buy particular appliances.  Women were told that if 
they bought certain items, men would love them more” (96).  Instead of freeing up women’s 
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“Household Efficiency Engineer” Christine Frederick wrote in her 1915 treatise on home 
economics, Household Engineering:  Scientific Management in the Home, that to facilitate her 
domestic chores, she consulted her husband and his friends who “talked nothing but this new 
‘efficiency idea’” (8).  After listening to these new ideas, Frederick relates: 
It seemed to me that this was exactly what my aim was in my own home, only I 
had all this time been helpless to carry it out!  That was just what I too wanted—
some plan or general guiding principles that would make my housework easier, 
more successful and less expensive.  If this wonderful new ‘scientific 
management’ brings about such results in other businesses, why couldn’t it do the 
same in my business of home-making? (8) 
Frederick’s various publications, including multiple books and a series of articles in Ladies’ 
Home Journal in 1912, set about to transform women’s domestic chores into the regimented, 
scientific labor of Taylorism.  Frederick’s “plans went beyond the ‘habits of system and order’ 
Catharine Beecher had proposed half a century earlier,” Susan Strasser writes; “she made a 
genuine effort to separate planning from execution, mental from manual labor, a direct 
borrowing from Taylorism and the factory model of efficiency” (Never Done 215).4  Indeed, 
Frederick assures her readers that “You are helping solve the problems of countless other women 
and homes, and what you do will be passed on, and help build up a great mass of proved 
                                                                                                                                                       
time, allowing them to pursue other interests, this increased regulation of domestic work in turn 
more greatly regulated women themselves (both physically and emotionally), tethering them 
even more to home labor. 
4 For more on Frederick and Gilman, see Strasser, Never Done, chapter 11.  Also see Banta 229-
40 for a more detailed account of Frederick’s writing. 
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knowledge on housekeeping. . . . You are going to be one of the great band of women 
investigators, working toward the splendid aim of putting housework on a standardized, 
professional basis” (17).  With the help of these manuals of domestic engineering, housework 
thus gained a new legitimacy and national importance as the principles of the American System 
could now be incorporated more thoroughly into the everyday life of the nation.   
In a similar way, women soon became responsible for perpetuating the principles of the 
American System outside of the home.  Indeed, if the nation looked to women to order home life 
with the precision of scientific management, then it also pressured women to instill these beliefs 
in foreign immigrants outside of the middle-class home, targeting in particular the poor 
tenements of urban America.  Although they had been active throughout the nineteenth century 
in charitable organizations, white middle-class women took on an increased and more visible 
role in civic America during the early decades of the twentieth.  As I show below, women’s 
participation in governmental bureaus and municipal movements such as New York City’s 
Flower Mission further spread the principles of scientific rationalism and management outside 
the industrial workplace.  In this modern era of Taylorism and Fordism, then, women became 
vital regulators of the American System, responsible for ordering modern living with the 
efficiency and precision of the nation’s industrial production.  Djuna Barnes resents and rebels 
against this gendered imperative to regulate the nation because it in turn polices women’s 
behavior, identity, and lives.  Just as their male counterparts on the assembly lines, women 
remained confined under the American System to an endless repetition of particular tasks.  To 
break out of this mechanical monotony, Barnes crafts the Repulsive Women of her poems and 
drawings as the antithesis of Frederick’s ideal housewife.  Instead of orderly, precise, and 
efficient, Barnes’s women are decadent, excessive, and unsightly. 
   101 
But if Barnes challenges women’s role as producers within the American System—as 
responsible for ordering American space, homes, and children—then she also challenges their 
role as products to be consumed within American literary modernism.  The Book of Repulsive 
Women narrates a series of encounters between modern women and mass entertainment, 
illustrating how the norms and expectations of U.S. consumerism disassemble women in the 
same way a deregulated American System disfigures The Jungle’s workers.  Moreover, Barnes 
situates this conflict in the Greenwich Village of the 1910s, a place undergoing intense civic 
policing—via gentrification and a bourgeoning tourist industry—to deter and exterminate human 
difference.  Barnes contends that the Village’s “beautification” movement, which relies on 
outsiders’ fascination with (and desire to “go slumming” in) its dance halls, cafes, and literary 
salons, consumes women as entertainment to ameliorate the unsightly conditions of the 
neighborhood.  In doing so, however, the Village’s attempts to clean itself up exploit women 
across multiple artistic mediums.  Barnes thus exposes how the norms of the Village’s art 
circle—dominated by men who capitalize on women’s bodies for their commercial ventures—
confine and regulate women just as the norms of the American System do.5  In response, Barnes 
crafts an antimodern, anti-consumerist style precisely at a moment when luxury and fashion 
drive the financial engine of one of New York City’s oldest neighborhoods.  Barnes’s poems 
celebrate female difference, creating a new modernist poetics out of their repulsive condition. 
This chapter reevaluates the poems and drawings of BRW itself that have, even by Barnes 
scholars and biographers, been neglected and belittled.  Phillip Herring and Osías Stutman, 
editors of Barnes’s Collected Poetry, describe her early poems as “mostly lyrical and 
                                                
5 On the male dominance of the Greenwich Village artistic milieu, see Bonnie Kime Scott; and 
Stansell. 
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transparently clear” (“Introduction” 5), while Barnes scholar Louis F. Kannenstine doubts that 
“most of the early poems could survive by present standards” (18).  Scoffing at them for being 
“minor works both in terms of their restricted emotional range and the conventional prosody they 
employ,” Kannenstine insists that, in writing these early poems, Barnes was solely invested in 
“the cultivation of preciousness and ornamentation for their own sake” (31, 32).  To Shari 
Benstock, the poems are “thin” (240).  Carolyn Burke contends that the final two poems of BRW 
suggest “Barnes’s ambivalence about the possibility of even representing the female in the 
modern Babylon” because the chapbook in and of itself “reveals its author’s awareness that she 
had, in fact, reached a dead end in the New York of 1915” (71).  Even Douglas Messerli, 
responsible for recovering much of Barnes’s early work, dismisses BRW in his “Note” to the 
1994 Sun & Moon edition as “the most accessible of her writings” (7).  Barnes’s scholars have 
thus positioned her early work in particular within the scanty margins of American modernism.  
Yet this chapter recontextualizes BRW at the heart of New York aesthetics and ugliness in the 
1910s, illustrating how central these poems and drawings are in understanding the effect of the 
American System on even the most avant-garde circles of American literary culture. 
 
The Aesthetic State of New York 
Precisely when Barnes arrived in Greenwich Village is unclear.  Some situate her in the 
western Manhattan neighborhood as early as 1913, while others as late as 1915; nevertheless, she 
became a resident of the city just as bohemian culture was coalescing in the neighborhood 
surrounding Washington Square.6  While living in New York City, Barnes was active in both 
                                                
6 Barnes biographer Andrew Field places Barnes first in Queens, then in Brooklyn and the Bronx 
from 1913-1914 and notes that by late 1915 she was living in the Village (44).  Alyce Barry, 
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literary and artistic circles:  she took drawing lessons at the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn and the 
Art Students League, and, by 1915, was attending Mabel Dodge’s famous salon and writing 
stories for a wide variety of New York periodicals such as the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, the New 
York Tribune, the New York Press, and the Morning Telegraph (Westzsteon 434-35).7  Initially, 
Barnes covered local news; eventually, though, she was hired to write feature stories, interviews, 
and profiles.  Often, she illustrated these pieces with her own drawings and sketches.  She also 
published poetry in notable publications such as Smart Set, Harper’s Weekly, All-Story Cavalier 
Weekly, and later in such periodicals as The Dial, Playboy, Vanity Fair, and New Republic 
during the 1920s after she had left for Paris.  Her early journalism is marked by a fascination 
with the freak and the grotesque:  as she occupied the position of flâneur, Barnes recounted her 
visit to the circus, being rescued by firefighters, hugging a gorilla, and even her famous 
experience of being force-fed.8  Like a carnival barker luring passersby into a freak show, Barnes 
enticed readers with tales of the fantastic, thereby drawing middle-class tourists from the rest of 
Manhattan to this Mecca of bohemian life. 
Yet Greenwich Village had only recently acquired this reputation of glamour and 
mystique, and it did so only through years of aesthetic policing in the decades after the Civil 
War.  During these years, New York City was believed, by citizens and foreigners alike, to be 
                                                                                                                                                       
editor of the collection of Barnes’s early journalism, contends that the writer settled in the 
Village in 1913 and lived there until she left for Paris in 1919 to serve as correspondent for 
McCall’s magazine (New York 223). 
7 For more on Barnes’s life in Greenwich Village, see Field; Kannenstine; Messerli, “Newspaper 
Tales”; Parsons; and Wetzsteon. 
8 For more on Barnes’s early journalism, see Kannenstine, chapter 1; and Levine. 
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one of the ugliest American cities, second, perhaps, only to Chicago.  In these postbellum years, 
the New York Times ran a steady stream of articles, editorials, special reports, and angry letters to 
the editor that decried the city’s descent into aesthetic ruin.  Forgotten by scholars, these reports 
about ugliness and its ills are not buried in the back pages of the NYT, nor were they considered 
special interest pieces.  Instead, they were printed alongside everyday news:  tragic suicides of 
prominent New York citizens, the yellow fever epidemic, stock quotes, weather reports, election 
outcomes, and other information important in the daily life of the average New York City 
citizen.  Many—the most alarming—even appeared in spectacular fashion on the front page.   
A brief survey of these articles exposes the anxiety and anger surrounding the demise of 
New York’s beauty.  As early as 1865, an article in the New York Times bemoans the “ugliness” 
and “deficiency” of the city’s government buildings (“New York—Some of Its Deficiencies” 4).  
A column originally published in the London Standard appears in the August 1, 1878 issue of the 
NYT; it accuses New York City of trading beauty for convenience and hence crowning itself “the 
first victim of a new form of ugliness, a new sort of torture for irritable nerves and educated 
tastes” (“Disfiguring New York” 3).  In an 1893 front page NYT story, a “Keen-Eyed Parisian” 
journalist regretted to inform his readers that he was met with a “hospitable” and “friendly” yet 
“dirty” and “unwashed” hand of Brooklyn upon his arrival (“Boss M’Laughlin’s Domain” 1).  A 
visitor to the outlying borough, he declared, would be “depressed by the exuberant ugliness” and 
“undescribable filth” that would cause even “the sanguine man [to turn] away disgusted” (1).  
Four years later, the French poet Henri de Régnier was, the NYT reported, “not very favorably 
impressed by his visit” to New York City (“M. de Régnier on America” 3).  Among his gripes, 
de Régnier singles out the ugliness of American cities:   
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The towns are America’s ugliness, and they are multiplying daily. . . . Nothing 
could be uglier than New York and Chicago, for they have not that provisional air 
which makes one forgive in our towns of Europe the docks and factories that 
seem to be superadded.  Over there docks and factories are the town itself, which 
remains smoky and noisy with them and has a sort of methodicalness about it due 
to the system of numbering the streets and the division of the houses by blocks.  
This is by design, as can be seen by the way in which this arrangement is 
everywhere reproduced, from the great city to the small town and almost to the 
smallest village.  Go to the east or to the west, it is everywhere the same. . . . All 
are alike in the same ugliness of hasty and utilitarian construction. (3) 
Dismayed as much by the “methodicalness” of American cities as he is by their filth, the 
Frenchman laments the great reproducibility and repetition, the “utilitarian” nature, of the U.S.  
Yet citizens disapproved as well.  Echoing de Régnier’s displeasure with the ugly design of New 
York City, the anonymous “W” wrote several scathing letters to the editor of the NYT, one of 
which declared that the “New York of to-day is certainly about the ugliest and worse planned 
city in the civilized world” (Letter 6). 
These complaints frame the source of New York’s overpowering ugliness as industrial 
waste and pollution, poor city planning, ugly (usually code for utilitarian) buildings, as well as 
the appearance of electrical wires, elevated train tracks, billboards, telegraph poles, and other 
eyesores. 9  In short, habitants of and visitors to New York City react with disdain to the 
                                                
9 In another letter, “W” chastises the Times for its failure to admonish Columbia University’s 
new buildings:  “What is the reason that you have no word of disapproval for the Trustees of 
Columbia University, who have covered the finest plot of ground on Manhattan Island with a 
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increasingly commercialized, technologically savvy, overcrowded, and modern state of the 
American city.  Indeed, one NYT article, “Topics of the Times:  Eyes Have a Right to 
Protection,” complains about the growing number of “big and ugly” billboard signs dotting the 
city (and spreading throughout the rest of the state), and it insists that action be taken to remove 
these eyesores because “Sensitive eyes have as much right to protection as sensitive noses and 
ears” (12).10  Note that ugliness in these cases is always figured as the presence of disorder 
(coded as filth, crudity, and hideousness).  The solution, therefore, was to institute objects and 
artifacts that improved the aesthetic quality of the city, that gave meaning and order to public 
spaces.  City planning officials, local charity organizations, and marketing campaigns 
accomplished this aesthetic amelioration through choreographed efforts to boost the appeal (and 
hence commercialization) of the city.  One such group of concerned citizens met in early 1898 at 
the Reform Club to discuss beautifying the city.  Made up of “prominent artists and other 
gentlemen more or less identified with the fine arts,” this group showed “interest in and vitality 
of the movement for the embellishment of New York” (“In the Interest of Art” 5).  Members 
spoke of “plans to overcome the ugliness and monotony of cross streets,” of dealing with 
“engineering monstrosities,” and of “the necessity of making New York less ugly than she is, in 
                                                                                                                                                       
number of barracks devoid of beauty, instead of erecting a building the style of which would 
proclaim it to be a worthy shrine for art and science?” (“Columbia’s New Buildings” 4).  
10 The author argues that vision should be protected in the same way other senses are:  “We do 
not allow men to conduct businesses that give rise to evil odors, except in places where the few 
neighbors are made tolerant, but self-interest, and we even put restrictions on the amount and 
quality of noise that a man shall make on his own property, if that property happens to be where 
quiet is customary and desirable” (12). 
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order that she may be worthy of the greatness to which she has attained” (5).  The evening ended 
in cheers as Frederick R. Lamb of the Architectural League announced plans “to form a 
permanent organization to watch over the interests of the city so far as art is concerned . . . in the 
effort to make New York not only the finest and cleanest, but the most beautiful city of the 
world” (5).  Incorporating these works of artistic beauty, it was believed, would raise New York 
to the aesthetic level of London and Paris by championing its own magnificent commercial and 
cultural prestige. 
Ugliness was deemed not just aesthetically unpleasant and detrimental to the reputation 
of New York City, but also morally corruptible and hence dangerous to the well-being of urban 
citizens.  Consequently, Progressive-Era charity organizations took up the beautification cause in 
the name of creating a morally fit, regimented, and conforming citizenry.  As early as the 1870s, 
for instance, the New York City Flower Mission rose as one of the city’s leading charitable 
organizations.  Responsible for delivering flowers to the sick and poor, the middle-class 
Progressive women who participated in this mission believed flowers to be “a luxury that rich 
and poor can enjoy alike, and, unconsciously to most, they exert on all a refining and ennobling 
influence” (“Flower Charity” 4).  “That household is sure to be brighter and more cheerful, 
whose little patch of court or garden blooms with the beauty of rose and lily,” an article 
promoting the nascent Flower Mission in the NYT promises:  “Even on the window-sills of 
noisome tenements, here and there a sickly plant reveals the universality of this tender passion” 
(4).  Because of the ability of flowers to transmit “this tender passion” among the lower-class 
citizens, the initiative was as much a means of social control as it was an aesthetic augmentation 
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of the city.  At bottom was the belief that the beauty of flowers would inspire feelings of 
harmony and unity among New York’s most destitute citizens.11   
Jacob Riis, a strong proponent of using flowers to prevent civil disobedience in the New 
York slums, describes the inverse relationship between the rise of green spaces and the decrease 
of political unrest in How the Other Half Lives (1890).  “The changing of Tomkins Square from 
a sand lot into a beautiful park put an end for good and all to the Bread and Blood riots of which 
it used to be the scene,” Riis claims, “and transformed a nest of dangerous agitators into a 
harmless, beer-craving band of Anarchists.  They have scarcely been heard of since” (123-24).  
                                                
11 And in the process, uplift the middle class who could alleviate some of their class guilt by 
contributing flowers to the charity.  The Flower Mission depended on donations of flowers, 
bouquets, and other floral arrangements from weddings, charity events, and other special 
occasions that they would recycle as uplifting aesthetic gifts to the poor and sick.  The same NYT 
article advertises:  “Its work, too, is one in which all can assist, and in which the smallest 
offering does not come amiss.  A nosegay from a button-hole may lighten a bed of suffering.  
The bouquet that has graced a wedding, or the basket of flowers that has paid homage to beauty, 
might, by a little sacrifice of variety, be made to serve another and a more generous purpose in 
this fragrant ministry.  If only every lady in the City who has a flower-bed would make it a 
practice to contribute to this charity half a dozen posies daily, the hospitals might be kept fully 
supplied” (“The Flower Charity” 4).  The Flower Mission thus allowed middle- and upper-class 
citizens to practice their class superiority and to alleviate some of the guilt that came along with 
being a member of high social status.  In this sense, ugliness only presented a problem insofar as 
middle- and upper-class citizens were needed to intervene and provide the correct aesthetic 
corrective. 
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Riis later attests to the power of flowers in particular to promote social harmony:  “I have seen an 
armful of daisies keep the peace of a block better than a policeman and his club, seen instincts 
awaken under their gentle appeal, whose very existence the soil in which they grew made seem a 
mockery” (136).  For Riis, as for many New York citizens and Progressive reformers, flowers 
offered an aesthetic anesthetic to the city’s most potentially violent and unpredictable 
inhabitants.12 
 Armed with flowers, the New York Flower Mission set out to beautify the most desolate 
parts of the city and, in the process, to mollify its inhabitants.  In many cases those in the worst 
slums reacted to these flower-wielding do-gooders with skepticism.  Upon a trip to one of the 
roughest neighborhoods, Bottleneck Alley, a Flower Mission volunteer received a “gruff ‘no, we 
hain’t got no money to buy flowers from the woman nearest the door’” from a group of poor 
women gathered outside their homes (“Flowers for the Poorest” 5).  After the volunteer 
explained that the flowers were free, “there was an instantaneous change in the expression of the 
women’s faces and in their actions.  The pipes were laid aside, a chair was brought forward, 
carefully wiped, and offered to the visitor, and a dozen eager hands were stretched out toward the 
flowers” (5).  When the Flower Mission ladies finally departed the back alleyway, “it was amid a 
chorus of ‘God Bless yez’ and ‘Come again soon, bless yer swate face an’ loving heart’” (5).  
The Flower Mission prided themselves on such metamorphoses from a “gruff ‘no’” to “‘God 
Bless yez’’” from their tenement patrons as examples of the ability flowers had to forge 
goodwill, trust, and unity between proletarian and patrician groups within the city. 
                                                
12 For more on the use of flowers for social and political ease, see Castronovo, especially chapter 
one, “Flowers and Billy Clubs:  The Beauty and Danger of Ethical Citizenship” (27-64).  
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By many accounts the Flower Mission was effective.  Toward the end of 1886, the New 
York Times reported that “between May 17 and Oct. 21 89,205 bouquets were distributed to the 
sick in hospitals and tenement houses” in addition to “Over 1,700 jars of condensed milk, beef 
extract, and jelly, with large quantities of berries, oranges, grapes, fresh eggs, and other 
delicacies [that] were taken to the very destitute sick in tenement houses” (“Work of the Flower 
Mission” 2).  Over the next few decades, the Flower Mission continued to thrive, and by 1906 it 
was actually in the process of expanding its services.  A NYT headline boasts:  “500 BOXES OF 
FLOWERS FOR TENEMENT POOR / Even the Japs and Chinese Are to Get Them This Year” 
(“500 Boxes” 7).  The article goes on to detail how “Every nationality in New York, excepting 
only the Chinese and Japanese, were given window boxes last year, and this Summer the 
Chinese are to be included, and if any one knows a Japanese settlement or mission through 
which the Japanese may be reached they may have them, too” (7). 
Yet the Flower Mission’s attempt to ameliorate class tensions as well as urban aesthetics 
must have proved unsatisfactory for in 1895 New Yorkers tried to pass a city ordinance to curtail 
the presence of beggars, tramps, disabled mendicants, as well as the public display of other 
“unsightly” bodies (Schweik, Ugly Laws 3).  The General Secretary of the New York Charity 
Organization Society, Charles Kellogg, drafted the following “ugly law” that carried with it a 
$1,000 fine, based on a bill passed in 1891 by the Pennsylvania House of Representatives: 
Be it enacted, &c, That on and after the passage of this act it shall be unlawful for 
any person, whose body is deformed, mutilated, imperfect or has been reduced by 
amputations, or who is idiotic or imbecile, or exhibit him or herself in any public 
hall, museum, theatre or any public building, tent, booth or public place for a 
pecuniary consideration or reward, or to solicit or receive charitable relief, or to 
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go from house to house or to stand or display themselves upon any public street or 
place to solicit or receive alms. (qtd. in Schweik 56) 
This ugly law aimed to create orderly public space by eliminating two types of bodies:  (1) the 
socially (and often physically) destitute, and (2) sympathetic crowds that might form in response 
to mendicants and tramps.  Both were dangerous in the sense that they disrupted the social order 
of the democratic, American city by potentially inciting civil unrest.  In this way, ordinances 
such as the one proposed in NYC and taken up in other cities across the nation not only pushed 
physical reminders of social inequality into the shadows, but they also prevented groups from 
organizing in order to protest those class and labor divisions.  Despite the pressure of the New 
York City’s Charity Organization Committee, however, Kellogg’s ordinance was never enacted 
(Schweik 56). 
 Efforts to build and sustain New York’s civic order were still underway in the early 
1910s when Barnes first came to the city; indeed, New York was more invested than ever in 
policing aesthetic transgressions to augment its aesthetic reputation as a world-class city.  Swept 
up in the ideology of the City Beautiful movement under the American System, New York 
residents and municipal officers alike began making major plans to beautify and improve the 
condition of the city.  These efforts included widening streets and otherwise changing the layout 
of the city to relieve traffic congestion, building subways to replace unsightly elevated railroad 
tracks, erecting more beautiful buildings, restoring historic neighborhoods, and redesigning the 
wharves lining West Street.13  As bureaucratic as this implementation of beautiful order was, the 
rhetoric spouted by city officials and organizers often carried with it the tone of rebellion and 
                                                
13 See “Plans to Improve City”; “Planning to Make New York a Beautiful City”; and “‘Sheriff 
Bob’ Chanler.”  
   112 
revolt.  Dr. Newell Dwight Hillis, pastor of the Plymouth Church in New York, remarked upon 
his return from a trip to Europe that there “‘is a new spirit abroad in the nations of the earth . . . A 
spirit of revolt against the ugliness of large towns is now sweeping over the Old World and the 
New.  This revolt has taken on the majesty of a destroying wave.  London and Paris, Berlin and 
Vienna, are tired of the old ugliness” (“Planning to Make Brooklyn” 13).  Hillis demanded a 
“wave of revolt” against the ugliness epidemic in Brooklyn, and he led the City Beautiful 
movement charge to rid the borough of unsightliness (13).  Soon Daniel H. Burnham visited 
Brooklyn to advise city planners how best to proceed with their beautification process, and a 
permanent committee was formed to see Brooklyn to this end.  Again, this aesthetic effort was 
launched under the guise of improving and promoting democracy; Hillis himself declared, “As 
lovers of our fellows, who want to diffuse the best things in life, we want to make Brooklyn the 
City Beautiful, that men may turn their steps thither, as birds toward the fountain and the garden” 
(13).14 
                                                
14 Yet not all New Yorkers believed beauty fostered democratic principles.  Over the course of 
two years in the early decades of the century, architect Frederick Junius Sterner renovated a 
dilapidated brownstone and, eventually, his entire block.  In an article for the New York Times 
Sunday Magazine that featured Sterner’s accomplishment, the reporter suggests that what Sterner 
accomplished “could be done in any gloomy, unfashionable block in New York City, if people 
would only get together and put their minds to it” (“‘Sheriff Bob’ Chanler” 6).  When asked by 
the Times interviewer if “we can brighten up the whole city this way?  Could something be done 
so that poor people wouldn’t have to live in such hideous places,” Sterner grimly replied, “No . . 
. Beauty and democracy don’t go together. . . . People don’t want to be taxed for the 
municipalities to experiment.  This thing has to be done by private initiative.  And for private 
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Greenwich Village, the neighborhood in which Barnes would eventually settle by the 
middle of the decade, likewise deployed the ethos and design of the City Beautiful movement to 
combat urban unsightliness.  Perhaps the most visible marker of this movement in Greenwich 
Village was and still is the Arch in Washington Square.  In 1889 a temporary wooden arch had 
been installed in the park to commemorate the one-hundredth anniversary of George 
Washington’s inauguration, but a permanent, marble Arch was formally dedicated on May 4, 
1895 (Folpe 186).  To be executed entirely in white marble and incorporating Greek and Roman 
elements of design, the Arch was built according to the practitioners of the City Beautiful 
movement who “believed that classically inspired architecture would not only beautify the urban 
environment but also benefit the physical and moral well-being of city dwellers’ lives” (Folpe 
188).  Henry Marquand, chairman of the Arch Committee, said as much when he spoke at the 
Arch’s ground breaking ceremony on April 30, 1890: 
It is true someone has remarked that the neighborhood in a few years will be all 
tenement houses.  Even should this prove true, no stronger reason could be given 
for the Arch being placed there.  Have the occupants of tenement houses no sense 
of beauty?  Have they no patriotism?  Have they no right to good architecture?  
Happily there is no monopoly of the appreciation of things that are excellent any 
more than there is of fresh air, and in our mind’s eye we can see many a family 
                                                                                                                                                       
persons to do things for poor people isn’t democracy.  There’s a possibility of beauty in a 
despotism, when a man can go ahead and tear down and tax as he chooses. . . . Beauty can come, 
in our form of government, only when the people want it, and the people won’t take the trouble” 
(6).  He ended by asserting, “It’s just a matter of choice . . . despotism and beauty—democracy 
and ugliness” (6). 
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who cannot afford to spend ten cents to go to the park, taking pleasure under the 
shadow of the Arch.  This is the Arch of peace and goodwill to men.  It will bring 
the rich and poor together in one common bond of patriotic feeling. (qtd. in Folpe 
180) 
Behind Marquand’s optimism lurks uncertainty about the neighborhood’s future:  a concern that 
grew in the final decades of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth and 
brought on by a growth in the number of immigrants and tenement houses. 
In response to this rising apprehension within Greenwich Village, two neighborhood 
groups assembled to improve and regulate the conditions for its (wealthier) residents:  the 
Greenwich Village Improvement Society and the Washington Square Association.  Formed in 
1903 by Mary Simkhovitch, a college-educated social worker who also headed the Greenwich 
House, the Greenwich Village Improvement Society (GVIS) became the first neighborhood 
association in New York City (McFarland 76).  The GVIS accomplished its most important and 
lasting work in the 1910s, when Barnes was settling into the neighborhood, when it teamed up 
with other civic organizations such as the People’s Initiative to bring middle-class residents to 
the area and stave off the urban decay that was befalling other New York neighborhoods.  These 
efforts included Old Home Week, a week-long celebration in 1913 devoted to “neighborhood 
sentiment and reminiscence” that reflected on “the days when the line formed at the old town 
pump at Jefferson Market and when pigs rooted enthusiastically in the streets of the village” 
(“Greenwich Village Goes Back” 3).  Opening night of the festival also served to mourn 
collectively the quaintness of the neighborhood as inhabitants awaited the construction of the 
new subway line.  “The subway is coming,” Manhattan Borough President George McAneny 
acknowledged to a crown of Villagers past and present, “and then we’ll see what becomes of 
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Greenwich Village!  Let us hops [sic] that the best of it will remain as it is to-day!  Let us hope 
that the memories will never go!” (3).  After various testimonies about the quainter days of 
Greenwich Village, the evening ended with music and singing.  This night, indeed week, of 
celebration fostered a sense of community identity, one that residents and organizers alike hoped 
would keep their neighborhood from falling into disorganized ruin.  Like the gifts of flowers the 
Flower Mission distributed to the poor, Old Home Week served to stir nostalgia and 
sentimentalism to mollify or even ward off the ugliness of lower-class residents so that members 
of these civic groups could publicize Greenwich Village as an attractive, safe, orderly 
neighborhood.15 
To push this sentiment, the GVIS and the People’s Initiative also launched a pamphlet 
campaign that highlighted the benefits (close vicinity to transportation) and charms (restored 
nineteenth-century apartments) of living in the Village.  With the help of the Zoning Act of 1916 
that allowed most of Greenwich Village to remain a residential and small business neighborhood, 
these efforts “ensured that the Village would not, as patrician and middle-class residents had 
feared only ten years earlier, suffer the fate that had befallen most of Manhattan south of 
Fourteenth Street, which had been taken over by slum housing and commercial or industrial 
buildings” (McFarland 215).  If these nostalgic events failed, community organizers such as 
Mary Simkhovitch made pleas on behalf of the GVIS for financial aid in improving the 
neighborhood.  In 1916, Simkhovitch approached the Ascension Parish for help in making 
Greenwich Village “the best place to live in New York City” (“Greenwich Village Needs” 9).  
Reminding her audience that “Greenwich Village is a fact, an idea, and a promise,” and that “We 
                                                
15 A year later, in May 1914, the Village boasted another neighborhood celebration:  the Village 
Fair.  For more on Old Home Week and the Village Fair, see McFarland 218-23. 
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are all attached to this village,” she asked parish members to help fund the building of “new 
tenements and medium price apartment houses” so that more residents would come to GV and 
those who had left could return (9).  Doing so would restore and edify the sense of democracy 
uniting residents of New York city under the principles of charity and unity:  “We say we believe 
in democracy, but only by being democratic can we prove that we mean what we say,” 
Simkhovitch urged:  “It is in city neighborhoods that democracy is finally to be wrought out—if 
it cannot be wrought out here, it cannot anywhere” (9). 
Meanwhile, the Washington Square Association (WSA) saw to it that the neighborhood 
remained regimented and beautiful, albeit perhaps in ways that counteracted the efforts by 
Simkhovitch and others.  By the summer of 1910, tensions rose between middle- and working-
class residents of the neighborhood who used Washington Square for different if not conflicting 
purposes.  “Occupants of the fine homes north of Washington Square,” Gerald McFarland 
explains,  
wanted it to be a tranquil haven from the bustling commerce of the city, a park 
where visitors sat on benches or strolled quietly along well-marked paths, finding 
respite amid attractive lawns, tidy flower beds, and well-cared-for greenery.  
Working-class Villagers, many of whom lived in tenements south of the square, 
saw it as a scarce commodity:  the largest of the few open public spaces in the 
neighborhood, a patch of green amidst the concrete, a place where their children 
could play and where they might picnic, nap, and even, on hot summer nights, 
sleep outdoors on a lawn. (112-113) 
Whereas the WSA and its members viewed the park as a place for tranquil meditation in line 
with the City Beautiful philosophy of Frederick Olmsted, a new group of Progressives and social 
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workers such as Simkhovitch (herself a member of the Parks and Playgrounds Association of 
New York City’s board of directors) believed in the use of open urban spaces for children to play 
and learn the social behaviors necessary (teamwork, etc.) in democratic societies (McFarland 
116).  Although Park Commissioner Charles B. Stover eased tensions by implementing a series 
of changes that pleased North Village residents (such as reseeding lawns and improving the 
landscaping), trouble arose in 1912 over the use of park grounds for baseball games by tenement 
children (114).  This led the GVIS to support a plan to provide more open space to manage the 
demand for outdoor play spaces.  In addition to this conflict, the WSA was also involved in the 
early 1910s of ridding the park of street vendors, a move that echoes the 1891 attempt by city 
officials to pass an ugly law in order to remove unsightly beggars and tramps from the streets.  
As the actions of the GVIS and WSA attest, in the 30 years since Charles Kellogg drafted the 
ugly law, New York had failed to contain its sprawling disorder and difference. 
 The Flower Mission of the 1870s and on, the threat of an ugly law in 1891, the municipal 
changes brought on by the City Beautiful movement, and community groups such as the GVIS 
and the WSA define an era of aesthetic policing in New York City that came to a head in the 
years surrounding Djuna Barnes’s arrival in Greenwich Village.  It is likely that, as a resident of 
the Village by 1913 to 1915, Barnes witnessed many of these efforts herself:  the systematic 
eradication of difference by a team of municipal officials, social reformers, and neighborhood 
watch groups.  She likewise witnessed a new social and aesthetic phenomenon emerge during 
this time:  while anxiety in the years leading up to the 1910s targeted ugliness borne out of 
fissures within the American System, this panic became displaced onto American art and 
literature in the teens.  During this decade, ugliness spread like an urban illness, threatening to 
infect its most educated and cultured citizens.  Previously, those far away from the slums and 
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tenement houses of New York City had been safe, but ugliness and its demoralizing and 
destructive powers now threatened to reach even the most cultured New York residents through 
modern art and literature.  Indeed, a shift in aesthetic values in modernist art seemed to target 
upper-class citizens in particular for this new aesthetic disease.  As an art student in New York 
city during this time, Barnes likely witnessed the greatest source of this new ugly panic during 
the 1910s:  the 1913 International Exhibition of Modern Art, otherwise known as the Armory 
Show.16 
 Hosted by the Association of American Painters and Sculptors from February 17th to 
March 15th of 1913 in the 69th Regiment Armory, the Armory Show introduced Americans to 
radical new movements in modernist art such as Cubism, Futurism, and Fauvism.  While the 
event was hailed as a commercial success, the artwork it displayed drew both fascination and 
outrage for its break with traditional aesthetic values.17  Indeed, much of the artwork, Cubism in 
particular, was criticized as ugly and grotesque.  “As far as the press and public were 
concerned,” Milton W. Brown writes in his history, The Story of the Armory Show (1963), “the 
Show was a circus, full of freaks and clowns, but also of life and color” (28).  In particular, the 
room that housed the Cubist paintings, Gallery I, attracted the most condemnation:  referred to as 
the “Chamber of Horrors,” this gallery showcased such “monstrosities” as Marcel Duchamp’s 
                                                
16 McFarland notes that although the Armory Show did not take place in the Village proper, the 
event was associated with Village bohemianism because “the Armory Show reflected a spirit of 
rebellion against traditional values, an interest in exploring new ideas, and a desire to educate 
Americans regarding emerging cultural trends, all of which were prominent features” of the 
Village from 1912-1918 (194). 
17 For a summary of positive reviews of the show, see Brown 86-87. 
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controversial Nude Descending a Staircase which seemed “a symbol of the ultimate in moral 
degeneracy or as a mad and irresponsible joke” (Brown 109). 
The backlash against ugly art was swift and often severe.  At its lightest, the response was 
playfully satiric.  A vaudeville show titled “Academy of Misapplied Art” ran through April of 
1913 and was advertised as a “Burlesque on late Armory Exhibition of Cubist-Futurist-Post-
Impressionistic pictures.  To See – To Laugh” (“Academy of Misapplied Art” 11).18  Notably, 
this ad ran on the same page and in the same column of an ad for the Hippodrome Circus:  the 
same circus Barnes visited and wrote an article on for The New York Press in February of 1915, 
just months before she published The Book of Repulsive Women.  In early 1914, Putnam’s 
published a satiric book about the Cubist artwork that appeared in the Armory Show of the 
previous year.  An ad for the book read:  “A delicious satire and irresistibly funny review in 
abecedary rhyme, of the art movements called Cubist and Futurist, as displayed in the great 
‘Armory Show’ of last year and at some of the exhibitions now on Fifth Avenue.—You can’t 
talk Cubism if you don’t know ‘Cubies’ A.B.C.’” (“Cubies’ A.B.C.” 9).  Finally, a poem, “It 
Happened in Cube-Land” by William Wallace Whitelock, and published in the NYT on March 
13, 1913 mocks the worship of ugliness practiced by the Cubists. The poem narrates the story of 
a “youth with soul artistic, / Filled with post-impressionistic / Apperceptions of the beauty in the 
ugliness of things” who attempts to buy a Cubist painting only to find out “‘A cubic lady costs a 
/ cubic foot of gold’” (l. 17-19, 35-36).  The first stanza reads: 
  Hung a lovely cubist lady 
                                                
18 A few days later, on April 21, 1913, another ad ran for the show, this time alerting crowds that 
the show would close with an “auction sale of works of art” and that the admission had been 
raised from 25 to 50 cents (20). 
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  In a corner cool and shady, 
   (‘Twas the corner, not the lady 
   which was shady, you must know). 
  And she smiled a smile seraphic 
  That delayed and halted traffic 
   In the land of four dimensions at 
       the modern picture show.  (1-8) 
Whitelock’s poem pokes fun not just at the modernist adoration of the “ugliness of things”—in 
this case, the ugliness of the female form as translated by Cubist artists—but also the absurd 
amount of money such ugly representations fetched.  In a mere 40 lines, Whitelock mocked ugly 
art as well as the seriousness with which it took itself.  But the responses weren’t always 
humorous. 
 In The Story of the Armory Show, Brown describes critical reactions to the Armory show 
as “positively hysterical” (137).19  A writer for the New York Review claimed the modernist 
artists “Distort the human form divine until it becomes a nauseating monstrosity” (qtd. in Brown 
137).  Meanwhile Harriet Monroe, writing for the Chicago Daily Tribune, recorded reactions 
from visitors: “most of them are obliged to laugh, others are struck dumb with an open mouth 
stare,” she wrote, “and a few are seized with deep despair” (“Critics of All Kinds” 14).  On 
March 15, 1913, the closing day of the Armory Show, artist and critic Kenyon Cox bitterly 
complained in an article for Harper’s Weekly that “This thing [the Armory Show] is not 
amusing; it is heart rending and sickening” (qtd. in Brown 132).  The next day, March 16th, the 
Times published an interview with Cox on the front page of the Sunday Magazine section in 
                                                
19 For an overview of reactions to and critiques of the Armory Show, see Brown 126-49. 
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which he declared such radical new art to be the downfall of American culture.  “The Cubists 
and the Futurists simply abolish the art of painting,” he proclaimed, “They deny not only any 
representation of nature, but also any known or traditional form of decoration” (“‘Cubists and 
Futurists’” 1).  He goes on to exclaim, “The thing is pathological!  It’s hideous!” and to insist 
that “What I have said to you is not the opinion of a conservative.  It is founded on a lifetime 
given to the study of art and criticism in the belief that painting means something” (1).  
Disgusted by such hideous, non-normative breaks with the standard artistic canon, Cox 
summoned his refined taste—much like Florence Earle Coates does with modern poetry—to 
shun a new aesthetic that threatened to obliterate the tradition of Western art.  By “something,” 
Cox, like many other Americans, meant the bourgeois values of order, reason, and equality 
believed to be endemic to traditional, Western standards of beauty.  Indeed, Cox feared that the 
individuality of this new art threatened American democracy in particular by privileging personal 
experience over collective ideals and national identity.20  The Armory Show and the radical 
artwork it displayed presented a serious if not malicious threat to a privileged and exclusive 
aesthetic tradition, and it thus incited fear that such ugliness would lead to the eventual 
                                                
20 Cox argues that “Art has a social function.  In all the great periods of art it has spoken to the 
people in a language that they understood” (1).  Modern art, however, Cox insists, has given up 
this social function so that it may celebrate the individual:  “The men who would make art 
merely expressive of their personal whim, make it speak in a special language only understood 
by themselves, are as truly anarchists as are these who would overthrow all social laws.  But the 
modern tendency is to exalt individualism at the expense of law.  The Cubists and the Futurists 
simply exhibit a very extreme and savage form of this individualism, as individualism 
exaggerated and made absurd for the sake of advertising” (1). 
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corruption of the American mind and spirit.  More specifically in the case of ugly avant-garde 
art, the fear is that European culture will cause moral decay.  Brown writes that “Many 
Americans of 1913 . . . not only found the radical art movements an expression of European 
culture in an intellectual, moral, and political sense, and therefore dangerous to the virile, 
wholesomeness of our own” (137).  Such fear not surprisingly coincided with current eugenicist 
thinking by sociologists such as Edward A. Ross in The Old World in the New:  The Significance 
of Past and Present Immigration to the American People (1914).  Ross contends that most 
immigrants arriving in America are remarkably ugly:  “There was much facial asymmetry.  
Among the women, beauty, aside from the fleeting, epidural bloom of girlhood, was quite 
lacking,” he reports (286).  Predicting that this imported ugliness will ruin the face of the U.S., 
both figuratively and literally, Ross concludes that “It is reasonable to expect an early falling off 
in the frequency of good looks in the American people” (287).  Here, Ross betrays a class as well 
as ethnic prejudice; the eugenicist concedes that not all Europeans are ugly, just the poor ones 
seeking work.  Nevertheless, this anti-immigrant sentiment bleeds over into reactions to 
“cultured” European art and literature in American society during the decades before and after 
the turn of the century.  Ross warns that immigrants from southern regions of Europe (Greece 
and Italy) pose greater risks to morality than those from northern countries (England).  As this 
popular sentiment spread, many Americans reacted with hostility toward any art (or people) from 
these “immoral” regions. 
Indeed, the same day that Cox’s interview appeared, an editorial in the New York Times 
blasted Cubist paintings from the exhibit for their moral turpitude:  “But it should be borne in 
mind that this movement is surely a part of the general movement, discernible all over the world, 
to disrupt and degrade, if not to destroy, not only art, but literature and society, too” (“Cubists of 
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All Sorts” C6).  The editorial warns, “the cubists and futurists are own cousins to the anarchists 
in politics, the poets who defy syntax and decency, and all the would-be destroyers who with the 
pretense of trying to regenerate the world are really trying to block the wheels of progress in 
every direction” (C6).  On the same page, another editorial bemoans the (mis)use of flowers in 
New York City.  Citing a letter to the editor from Mr. Edward Bok of Philadelphia, the editorial 
recommends the elimination of “‘color-blind’ flower beds in public places of this city” because 
they may cause children to “be led with a truer instinct than we dream of in evincing a propensity 
to pick the flowers of discordant colors and to destroy the beds” (“The City’s Flower Beds” C6).  
The editorial ends by admonishing city officials who “should show themselves capable of setting 
a good example to private owners in the floral schemes of parks and public places” (C6).  The 
danger of avant-garde ugliness alongside a civic warning about the detrimental effects 
“discordant,” disorderly flower beds have on the morality and behavior of its youngest citizens:  
this juxtaposition illustrates the depth to which anxiety about difference within the American 
System had seeped into the minds of the American public.  These concerns over ugly art, ugly 
flowers, and the ugly behavior of children are intimately connected, illustrating the convergence 
of various sources of ugly panic in American culture during the 1910s.  Instead of coming from 
disparate, foreign sources, ugly differences now seemed to be emanating from national life itself.  
Americans thus increasingly turned to civic organizations and government officials to police the 
presence, distribution, and effects of unstandardized aesthetics. 
An article in the New York Review published six days later on March 22, 1913 warns that 
“the propaganda of the Cubist, Futurist and Post-Impressionist painters is not only a menace to 
art, but a grave danger to public morals” (qtd. in Brown 138).  The author goes on to criticize 
Anthony Comstock, “hitherto our only art censor, [who] seems to have ignored his 
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opportunities” and to hope that, if the Armory Show were to be repeated, “St. Anthony or some 
other guardian of public morals will be on the job” (qtd. in Brown 138).21  While Comstock was 
surprisingly absent from the outcry against the Armory Show, he did take up the cause of 
regulating and cleaning up literature in order to prevent it from befalling the same fate as 
painting.  As fears rose about the circulation of ugliness in artwork, this panic also began to 
creep in about ugly literature.  On March 10, 1913, towards the end of the Armory Show’s run in 
New York City, the New York Times ran a “Topics of the Times” piece on crude modernist 
literature with the exasperated title, “Now They’re Doing It in Words!”  “With ‘post-
impressionism,’ as exemplified by painting and sculpture done in cubes and the various conic 
                                                
21 This ugliness found a defense in Arthur Jerome Eddy, a lawyer and second largest buyer of 
artwork at the Armory Show.  Brown notes that although Eddy was trained as a lawyer, he “had 
always been fascinated by the unusual and especially the new” (99).  Perhaps it was this 
attraction to the new that compelled Eddy to write a defense of modern art, Cubists and Post-
Impressionism (1914).  Here, in chapter X, “Ugliness,” Eddy acknowledges that “Unhappily 
many of the things produced are not beautiful now,” but defends this ugliness as “exceeding 
vitality” in the ten or so pages that follow (154).   Avant-garde ugliness also found a defender in 
the poet Harriet Monroe.  Writing for the Chicago Daily Tribune shortly after the Armory Show 
closed in New York, Monroe asserted that “American art, under conservative management, is 
getting too pallid, nerveless, coldly correct, photographic.  Better the wildest extravagances of 
the cubists than the vapid words of certain artists who ridicule them.  Better than the most remote 
and mysterious symbolism than a cameralike fidelity to appearances.  We are in an anæmic 
condition which requires strong medicine, and it will do us good to take it without kicks and wry 
faces” (“Cubist Art a Protest” B5). 
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sections and higher curves, most of us confess utter inability to deal,” the author admits; “But the 
post-impressionists, not content with making pictures and statues of their kind, have now begun 
to do writing of the same sort and to claim for it the same futurity and the same respect of 
incomprehension from those who can give it no other” (8).  For an example of this post-
impressionist writing, the author turns to Gertrude Stein, whose incoherent babbling, the article 
insists, merely demonstrates that she has “nothing to say” (8).  Here, ugly literature is figured in 
formalist terms, much like the angular Cubist paintings that caused such uproar in the Armory 
Show; the fear is that the non-normative features of avant-garde painting and sculpture (both 
formally and in subject matter) now invaded literature.  This article creates a direct connection 
between distasteful art being produced in studios with modernist styles of writing circulating in 
American culture.  In much the same way, Kenyon Cox compares Cubism to “a poet or literary 
man suddenly inventing a new language and saying something that sounds like pure gibberish” 
(1).  He concludes with the conviction that “the Cubists and the Futurists are giving a wigglety-
wagglety-wigglety variety of art” (1).  Given Cox’s description, ugliness here seems merely silly 
and harmless, if not absurd, but certainly not dangerous.  Yet as word of the Armory Show and 
avant-garde writing spread, more and more frantic and incensed attacks were launched in 
response to this new style of human difference. 
Stein may have been an easy if not familiar target for antimodernists, but she was 
certainly not the only writer attacked for producing crude literature.  Remember Mrs. Florence 
Earle Coates’s diatribe against ugly poetry in 1916.  Hers was just one of many objections raised 
about modernist writing in the 1910s that played into the widespread fear that our most refined 
forms of cultural taste—art and literature—were being corrupted by a “cult of ugliness” that 
would in turn degenerate the minds of Americans everywhere, thus producing the same 
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immorality in individuals that civic and industrial ugliness did.  Remember, too, British critic 
Frederic Harrison who, in 1912, declared that a “Cult of the Foul” had possessed Anglo-
American artists and writers, causing them to adopt “forms which hitherto have been regarded as 
unpleasing, gross, or actually loathsome” (“Rodin” 327).  After the Armory Show in 1913, the 
public now displaced their fear of difference from the American cityscape onto art and literature.  
Yet flowers could not regulate literary crudeness in the same way they could ameliorate dirty 
tenement alleyways.  Instead, another troop of aesthetic police stepped in to protect the American 
public:  censors.  
On a mission to root out sexual deviance, Comstock and a team of censors targeted 
literature that featured tasteless subject matter.  As he raided the offices of publisher after 
publisher, Comstock created, as Christine Stansell writes, “a climate in which prudence ruled 
publishing” (158).  Indeed, in 1913, the year of the Armory Show, Comstock raided the offices 
of the publisher Mitchell Kennerley who fought back by hiring the lawyer John Quinn who was, 
incidentally, one of the original backers of the Armory Show (Stansell 159).  While the 
Comstock laws had originally targeted medical pamphlets and pornography, they now looked to 
some of literature’s most prominent publishers as equally dangerous and degrading sources of 
cultural crudity.  In Traps for the Young (1883), Comstock targeted “traps”—such as dime 
novels, story papers, newspapers, advertisements, theatres and “low plays”—that would lure 
young children (mostly boys) into lives of crime.  These publications encouraged, in Comstock’s 
mind, “Evil Reading” (5)—reading outside the confines of the orderly, moral, and regimented 
American System.  “Good reading,” Comstock explains, “refines, elevates, ennobles, and 
stimulates the ambition to lofty purposes.  It points upward” (5).  “Evil reading,” however, 
“debases, degrades, perverts, and turns away from lofty aims to follow examples of corruption 
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and criminality” (5).  Comstock’s treatise is accompanied by several illustrations, the first of 
which illustrates in dramatic detail the consequences of “Evil Reading” (see Figure 3.1).  Here 
separate frames show young boys smoking, getting into a knife fight, setting a fire, and holding 
up a man at gunpoint.  The message is clear:  unregulated reading leads to unregulated behavior.  
These disorderly actions are all a result, the drawing insists, of “the Modern News Stand.”  By 
the 1910s, however, “Evil Reading” had come to encompass not just cheap dime novels and 
papers, but also publications by some of the most prominent writers of the early twentieth 
century such as Theodore Dreiser, who wrote about young women ruined in a chaotic, 
unregulated urban environment. 
 By the middle of the 1910s, ugliness had become a palpable presence in New York City, 
and in particular, in neighborhoods like Greenwich Village that housed political and artistic 
radicals who defied the limits of acceptable art and literature.  No longer contained to the dirty 
slums and tenement houses of Sinclair’s poor immigrants, ugliness now threatened to infest the 
city’s cultural elite from a variety of entrance points, including art and literature.  Viewed as a 
cultural and moral anathema, ugliness thus incited swift and coordinated action from city 
officials and concerned citizens, resulting in the creation of an entire infrastructure that 
monitored the city’s aesthetic life.  Indeed, sometime in the early 1910s (it is unclear when 
exactly), Comstock confiscated pamphlets distributed by the Art Students’ League in New York 
City that Charles Gallaudet Trumbull, staunch supporter of Comstock, reports “contained 
drawings, made by amateurs, of nude figures, particularly offensive” (175).  In Anthony 
Comstock, Fighter:  Some Impressions of a Lifetime of Adventure in Conflict with the Powers of 
Evil (1913), Trumbull expresses concern over this matter, pointing out that the “pamphlets were 
being sent out indiscriminately and by the thousands, apparently to people of all sorts whether 
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known to be lovers of art or not” (175).  After prosecutors threatened to try the young woman 
who had been handing out the pamphlets, the League “authorized the destruction of the printed 
matter that had been seized” (177).  This is the Village that received Djuna Barnes sometime 
around 1913. 
 
A “Playground of Sensation”:  Djuna’s Village 
 In an effort to bolster the appeal of Greenwich Village to other Manhattanites, residents 
and local artists alike seized upon the bourgeoning bohemian culture to promote the 
neighborhood and profit on its glamorous and mysterious reputation.  These efforts, not 
surprisingly, coincided with the rapid expansion of the Village’s entertainment industry.  Before 
1910, McFarland writes, “Greenwich Village had few such commercial entertainment outlets 
within its borders” (163).  In the first decade of the twentieth century, however, the commercial 
entertainment industry “expanded at an explosive pace”:  during this time, “amusement parks 
added capacity, hundreds of new dance halls opened, and motion picture theaters spread 
throughout the city, their numbers growing tenfold (from fifty to five hundred) between 1900 
and 1910” (162).  As concerned citizens and morality groups attempted to offset the potential 
damage such forms of leisure could have on the Village’s young men and women, flamboyant 
articles promoting bohemian recreation, such as “Who’s Who in New York’s Bohemia,” 
published in the New York Tribune in November of 1915 (the same month as The Book of 
Repulsive Women), began to appear in periodicals across the city.  In this particular tell-all, the 
author, Sarah Addington, features the most popular places (such as Polly’s, Louis’s, and the 
Dutch Oven) and people (such as Sadakichi Hartman, “half German, half Japanese, litterateur 
and anarchist, bizarre and exotic”) of the neighborhood (2).  Addington portrays Greenwich 
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Village as an eccentric place “where Hungarian goulash is flavored with friendly converse and 
pot roast has the added spice of modern art and fresh ideas.  Where people dress as they like, too, 
and leave off their white gloves and say what they please without conversational gloves.  And 
where the art world of Paris has flocked, creating the new Latin Quarter—the Latin Quarter of 
America, the resurrected Bohemia” (2).  It is illicit, somewhat dangerous, and completely exotic.  
Addington quotes “a Bronx lady” who elicits a curious horror at Greenwich Village living:  
“‘My dear . . . you really must see these [restaurants and cafes].  Rather awful, you know, 
without tablecloths, and the girls in smocks, but int’resting.  I took my cousin from Cincinnati 
there once; she wanted to write a paper on Bohemia’” (“Who’s Who” 2).  Of Polly, the 
eponymous owner of Polly’s (originally from Evanston, Illinois), the “Bronx lady” adds, “‘she’s 
an anarchist, my dear . . . and likely to put a bomb in your pudding’” (2).  Tables sans fresh 
linens, girls in smocks, and bombs in puddings:  no wonder articles like these drew flocks of 
uptown Manhattanites and cousins from Cincinnati to experience the Village firsthand.  And 
flock they did:  “‘It’s like a visit to the zoo to them,’” one fashionable bohemian purred (2). 
Guido Bruno, publisher of The Book of Repulsive Women and “the sleazy garretdweller 
who commercialized the Village for uptown voyeurs” (New York 223), offers his take on the 
Village in a sidebar to Addington’s feature entitled, “An Apostrophe to Greenwich Village.”22  In 
dramatic style, Bruno exclaims:  “GREENWICH VILLAGE! . . . you playground of sensation—
thrifty women with a yellow streak and of men that mistake the desire to sow wild oats for 
artistic inclination.  GREENWICH VILLAGE!  Where genius starved and gave the world the 
best it had . . . where new ideas are developed into systems, into systems that will be overthrown 
                                                
22 McFarland notes that Bruno’s (née Curt Kisch) arrived in New York from Chicago in 1913 
(207).  For more on Bruno and the promotion of the Village in general, see McFarland 207-9. 
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to-morrow and substituted by others that will not live any longer” (2).  Fashioned here as a 
dynamic, even unstable playground of ideas and desire, Greenwich Village came to represent all 
that remained forbidden in the cultural imagination of Americans.  Bruno took great stock in the 
reputation of Greenwich Village and used writers such as Djuna Barnes to help in the promotion 
of his own mysterious reputation and avant-garde publications. Loathed by those who 
disapproved of his methodical “conversion of Greenwich Village into a garish amusement park 
for day-tripping bourgeoisie,” Bruno remained a well-known, albeit disrespected, promoter of 
Village life (Field 66-67).  “[O]ne of the greatest charlatans and pretenders to participate in the 
Greenwich Village Bohemianism of 1912-1918,” Douglas Messerli notes, Bruno dealt in the 
experimental art blooming in the cafes and studios of Greenwich Village and published several 
series of chapbooks with the help of funds from Charles Edison, son of Thomas A. Edison 
(Interviews 383-84).  The circulation of these publications—Bruno’s Review of Two Worlds; 
Bruno’s Bohemia; Bruno’s Review of Life, Love and Literature; Bruno’s Weekly; and Bruno’s 
Scrapbook—allowed the promoter to circulate this new, exotic vision of Bohemia, thus making it 
possible for the Village to thrive off of its bourgeoning tourism trade.  
Barnes herself participated in this economy and spectacle of tourism by writing a series 
of exposés on Greenwich Village in a number of local periodicals.  Although her early 
journalism took her all over the city, her writing turned to Greenwich Village throughout 1915 
and 1916, beginning with The Book of Repulsive Women in November 1915, and culminating in 
four articles on the Village for various publications in April, October, and November of 1916.  
Taken together, these writings provide a fascinating account of the bohemian lifestyle in 
Greenwich Village:  the freakish and the bizarre, but also the glamorous and fashionable.  In 
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“Greenwich Village As It Is,” Barnes offers an introduction to and defense of the Village.23  
Noting that she has yet to read a decent article on the neighborhood, Barnes declares that the 
“greater part of New York is as soulless as a department store; but Greenwich Village has 
recollections like ears filled with muted music and hopes like sightless eyes straining to catch a 
glimpse of the beatific vision” (225).  “Of course there are pretenders, hypocrites, charlatans 
among us,” she concedes, “But where are the records that state that all malefactors and 
hypocrites have been caught within the limits of what we call our Bohemia?” (226-27).  Barnes 
concludes by pleading:  “And so you of the outer world, be not so hard on us, and above all, 
forbear to pity us—good people.  We have all that the rest of the world has in common 
commodities, and we have that better part:  men and women with a new light flickering in their 
eyes, or on their foreheads the radiance of some unseen splendor” (232).  Such promises created 
a shimmering image of the Village as a place unlike any other in the city, perhaps in the country.  
Barnes’s fantastic descriptions of this “new light flickering” seduced readers into visiting the 
neighborhood and spending their money to witness and participate in the Village’s “splendor” 
that remained “unseen” to most. 
In “How the Villagers Amuse Themselves,” Barnes goes to even greater lengths to 
construct the exotic bohemian lifestyle.24  Indeed, she creates such an exaggerated image that it 
verges on a grotesque excess of color, shape, and sensuality.  Describing Villagers as they head 
out for an evening’s festivities, Barnes writes:  “By two and two they come, pompous beetles in 
the web of an old desire.  They pass up the stairs, are seen walking through the gallery arm in 
arm, painted faces and painted skins, painted limbs and painted fans, telling each other the things 
                                                
23 Published in Pearson’s Magazine in October 1916. 
24 Published in the New York Morning Telegraph Sunday Magazine, November 26, 1916. 
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in life that mean little and much” (249).  Devoid of personality and character, these shallow 
descriptions of the spectacularly painted “pompous beetles” represent the “types” of people 
Barnes became so fascinated with in her ethnographic studies of the Village.  Even more 
outrageous than their appearance, though, are the Villagers’ activities.  Among ways that 
Villagers amuse themselves, Barnes lists:  “It’s amusing to rip up objects of art.  It’s amusing to 
wear purple ties and yellow bathrobes.  It’s amusing to smoke cigarettes under the bed.  It’s 
amusing to lose one’s reputation” (251).  In the end, Barnes turns melancholic and confesses:  
“the only difference between a Bohemian and an ordinary slum-ite is that the slum-ite dies in a 
self-respecting way in some alley.  The Bohemian is a man who knows how to enjoy his 
poverty” (251).  Her tone is cavalier, if not blasé. 
Yet this is entertainment—a chic pose—that allows Barnes’s audience to go slumming 
without leaving their posh Manhattan flats.25  That is, these portraits exude a false air of 
documentation and reality, for underneath the makeup, lavish ornamentation, and flamboyance, 
they remain sensational attempts to sell the bohemian masquerade to readers.  Indeed, Barnes 
gives her audiences exactly what they want, but not without mocking them for their unapologetic 
consumerism.  Barnes attacks bourgeois dilettantism in “The Last Petit Souper (Greenwich 
Village in the Air—Ahem!),” with the absurdist characters Vermouth, Absinthe, and Yvette.26  
“The proletariat drinks his brew as a matter of pure reason,” Barnes smugly muses, but “how 
differently does our dilettante drink” (218).  In “Becoming Intimate with the Bohemians,” 
Barnes shuns Manhattan tourists who go slumming in the Village.27  One night, Barnes recounts, 
                                                
25 For more on Djuna Barnes and slumming (specifically in Nightwood), see Herring. 
26 Published in Bruno’s Weekly on April 29, 1916. 
27 Published in the New York Morning Telegraph Sunday Magazine on November 19, 1916. 
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as she stood on the corner of Sixth Avenue and Greenwich Avenue, she was accosted by 
“Madam Bronx,” one out of the “endless crows of ‘slummers’ looking for painted beads and 
black tassles” (244).  Barnes recalls that this “fur-trimmed woman, heavily laden with jewels, 
and two lanky daughters hailed me.  In her eyes was a restlessness that was strange to me who 
have been used to looking into the quiet, often lazy, faces of those around me. . . . There was a 
definite air of the loser looking for the lost” (237).  When Barnes assures the strained woman that 
she has indeed found Greenwich Village, Madam Bronx stammers,  
“But . . . I have heard of old houses and odd women and men who sit on the curb 
quoting poetry to the policemen or angling for buns as they floated down into the 
Battery with the rain.  I have heard of little inns where women smoke and men 
make love and there is dancing and laughter and not too much light.  I have heard 
of houses striped as are the zebras with gold and with silver, and of gowns that . . 
.” (237-38) 
Before she can finish this fantasy, however, Madam Bronx catches glimpse of a figure more 
interesting than Barnes, and runs away, crying, “‘There’s one now!’” (238).   
These articles—like the flowers, improvement societies, carefully manicured lawns of 
Washington Square, and Comstock’s vice squad—produce a glittering yet false reality about the 
Village during Barnes’s residency there.  “Such pieces exemplify Barnes’s journalistic style,” 
Deborah Parsons argues, “written to satisfy, whilst simultaneously mocking, an audience that she 
considered to be thoroughly manipulable and for whom she had little respect” (9).  For those like 
Madam Bronx, who so desperately craves the excitement of gold- and silver-striped houses and 
impromptu curb-side poetry readings, these articles fashion that fantastic desire for the 
extraordinary while simultaneously satirizing those fantasies and the uptown voyeurs who have 
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bought into them.  Barnes “may portray the glamorous urban world of Manhattan youth culture 
and Greenwich Village bohemia, but her knowing use of cliché and insider-gossip on stage-
darlings, opening nights, fashion and dance crazes, is imbued with a more critical observation of 
New York’s mass-consumer society” (Parsons 9).  Barnes’s repulsive modernism creates a 
distance between the fantasies she carefully and spectacularly fashions, and the wealthy 
consumers of her art. 
That is, Barnes uses such “cliché and insider-gossip” to fashion a biting satire on 
Manhattan standards of taste.  In the June 1923 issue of Vanity Fair, Djuna Barnes published an 
essay under her pseudonym, Lydia Steptoe, that detailed the proper form and etiquette for 
women who wished to commit suicide.28  “Choose your exit now, but choose it with 
discrimination,” Steptoe warns, “One must die in good taste.  Yet how many people fail to 
realize that there is a ritual of good form for death as there is for life!” (Steptoe 73).  The tongue-
in-cheek “What Is Good Form in Dying?  In Which a Dozen Dainty Deaths are Suggested for 
Daring Damsels” derives its humor in part from its publication in a fashionable magazine 
devoted to setting proper styles and trends for women (and selling them, too).  Indeed, this is 
Steptoe’s complaint:  “There are,” she writes, “rules for every known and unknown occasion in 
life, but where, I ask you, is there one single thin, succinct, touching, ineluctable brochure on 
death, and the correct manner in which a young lady may die?” (73). 
Steptoe thus authors her own pamphlet on the fashionable death, prescribing the proper 
means of dying based on hair color.  Punning on the acts of dying/dyeing, she insists that “you 
must die according to your coloring.  For a blonde to die a brunette death is inexcusable; for a 
golden-haired lady to die like one whose hair is Titian red, or silver, is not only an intrusion but a 
                                                
28 Barnes often published under this pseudonym, a “lady of fashion,” from 1922-1928 (Broe 9). 
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vulgarity” (73).  Blondes must hang themselves while keeping “two things in mind—line and 
color” in order to achieve “acute aesthetic appreciation” (73); brunettes must drink poison, 
preferably in a “fashionable and well-lit restaurant, with tender music—perhaps some Chopin” 
(73); the white-haired woman should have “a breathless sort of death” “by casting herself from a 
great height” (102); finally, water is reserved for “the ultra martyr, la mort magnifique, the death 
tranquille, splendide, heubsch, gemütlich” of the red-headed woman who “must die slowly, 
luxuriously, rhythmically, in water” (102).  Excluded from the rest of the beauties, “the fat 
woman” may use a pistol since she “cannot die swiftly, nor beautifully, nor poignantly.  Hers 
must be a ragged and troubled end” (102).  And for us?  Steptoe reserves “death by boredom” 
(102). 
 Openly mocking the fashion norms and cultural standards dictated by magazines like 
Vanity Fair,29 Steptoe’s treatise on good taste in dying illustrates Barnes’s morbid sense of 
humor.30  Three drawings of women in the throes of suicide heighten the essay’s comic relief.  
One depicts a lanky blonde in an evening gown and pearls wielding a gun.  The caption reads:  
“THE DEATH BY SHOOTING:  A fragile blonde type committing the social error of choosing 
an unbecoming and unromantic death by shooting” (73).  Another depicts a woman wearing high 
heels while drowning in a chic bathroom; meanwhile the third portrays a waif-like brunette about 
                                                
29 Andrew Field notes that Barnes “describes Vanity Fair as a magazine for the public that wants 
something French but has never been to Paris” (55). 
30 Barnes was apparently well-known for this morbid sense of humor.  After a failed suicide 
attempt, she is said to have woken up angry and to have declared:  “Now I have to do it all over 
again!” (qtd. in Herring and Stutman 10).  Herring and Stutman also note that this “combination 
of terrible despair and raucous humor” was Barnes’s “trademark” (10). 
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to succumb to her poison in an elegant cocktail dress.  Here, like Dorothy Parker’s, Barnes’s 
cynicism and humor challenge the consumerist glamour of Manhattan living—whether in 
Greenwich Village or elsewhere.  In critiquing such bombastic taste, Barnes’s alter ego, Lydia 
Steptoe, writes like a dilettante herself, vowing that above all else comes aesthetics.  Barnes 
adopts the Lydia Steptoe persona here in part perhaps because her own stance on the subject is 
far more repulsive and unpleasant.  As a clever writer, Barnes had an arsenal of rhetorical tools 
to challenge bourgeois aesthetics:  Steptoe (and Parker) may use humor, but Barnes here chooses 
freakish human difference in order to amplify the tension endemic between cultural regulation 
(civic beautification efforts) and a bourgeois consumerism dependent upon spectacle. 
Published in the months just before her articles on Greenwich Village, The Book of 
Repulsive Women reacts to the kind of cultish glamour and beauty practiced by the Village 
bohemians and their fashionable upper-Manhattan neighbors.  By embracing a morbid, decadent, 
and excessively grotesque form of ugliness, BRW breaks out of the standardized, regulated 
aesthetics of New York City, and instead creates a radical, experimental style that embraced 
what Barnes’s bourgeois magazine readers loathed most about modernity:  non-normativity, 
unpredictability, disorder, and waste.  Parsons argues that Barnes merely recycles tired, worn-out 
images and tropes of continental European decadence.  But situated within the aesthetic context 
of ugly panic in the mid 1910s, we can see how Barnes refashions this style and uses it to 
critique an increasingly standardized, regimented, and consumer-driven US culture.  Arising 
from pressure to regulate and clean up Greenwich Village, this culture of bohemian beauty 
engendered an entire entertainment industry that depended on the consumption of women’s 
bodies.  In response to this civic and cultural reflex to “beautify” within the American System, 
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Barnes scorns capitalism’s exploitation of women as it standardizes and regulates human 
difference.   
 
Feminine Ugliness in The Book of Repulsive Women 
The eight rhythms and five drawings of The Book of Repulsive Women offer voyeuristic 
snapshots of modern women as they move through the urban wasteland.  Like their environment, 
these women are ugly, degenerate, and vile.  Published by Guido Bruno in 1915 as a chapbook, 
BRW entices readers with its excessive, wasteful, and decadent subjects.  In one of the earliest 
book-length studies of Barnes, The Art of Djuna Barnes:  Duality and Damnation (1977), Louis 
Kannenstine writes that the poems reveal “an infatuation with the darker side of experience” (18) 
that many scholars see as foreshadowing Barnes’s magnum opus, Nightwood (1936).  As they 
introduce the women one by one, the poems force the reader into a precarious act of surveillance:  
we watch these women—a lesbian, prostitute, mother, cabaret dancer, and other unspecified 
“deviants”—lurk within the outskirts of society, seemingly unaware of their surveillance.  The 
titles of Barnes’s poems situate the women within the modern Babylon of New York City, 
geographically placing them at a variety of urban vantage-points:  when the women move, so do 
we.  We travel “From Fifth Avenue Up,” to “From Third Avenue On,” to somewhere else only 
known as “As Seen from the ‘L.’”  Other poems directly address the women (“To a Cabaret 
Dancer”), situate them in time (“Twilight of the Illicit”), and finally, watch them die (“Suicide”).  
Two shorter poems, “In General” and “In Particular,” provide cryptic commentary on the place 
of women in the modern world.  The rhythms unfold without a cohesive narrative structure, 
remaining imagistic or expressionistic portraits akin to other modernist portraitures, such as 
Gertrude Stein’s “Cézanne,” “Matisse,” and “Picasso,” published in 1912.  Unlike Stein’s, 
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however, Barnes’s portraits do not identify these women except as repulsive; they thus remain 
anonymous (and perhaps universal) subjects in an indifferent urban wasteland. 
 The Book of Repulsive Women closely aligns ugliness—unregulated crudity—with 
women’s bodies.  Indeed, these Repulsive Women embody Mary Russo’s definition of the 
grotesque body as “open, protruding, irregular, secreting, multiple, and changing; it is identified 
with non-official ‘low’ culture or the carnivalesque, and with social transformation” (8).  
Moreover, their ugliness is rooted in and dependent upon the female form; it serves as an 
essentialist marker of femininity.  Just as Russo points to the grotesque as “superficial and to the 
margins” in its participation of “a certain construction of the feminine,” BRW sutures ugliness to 
women specifically, marking it a gendered aesthetic of decay and morbidity (5).  The women of 
BRW appear repulsive because their bodies are excessive and decadent; they fail to conform to 
traditional standards of womanhood as endorsed by domestic “engineers” such as Christine 
Frederick within the American System.  The pregnant woman in “From Fifth Avenue Up,” for 
instance, embodies this type of human difference.  Here, the woman’s expectant body is leaky 
and porous, an unpredictable source of bodily fluids.  The omniscient and anonymous speaker 
observes: 
  We see your arms grow humid 
  In the heat; 
  We see your damp chemise lie 
  Pulsing in the beat 
  Of the over-hearts left oozing 
  At your feet. 
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  See you sagging down with bulging 
  Hair to sip, 
  The dappled damp from some vague 
  Under lip. 
  Your soft saliva, loosed 
  With orgy, drip.  (14)31 
The woman’s body and her fluids are “loosed” and uncontrollable.  Her sweat and “soft saliva” 
“pulse” to the rhythm of her sexuality as they threaten to spill over, soiling her environment.  
The pregnant body may seem to reinforce normative reproductive sexuality at first, yet Barnes 
uses the grotesque image of the “belly bulging” to undermine such heteronormativity (15).  
Refusing to be repressed, her body secretes in surplus and fails to adhere to the propriety of the 
restrained female body of scientific reason and bureaucratic management.  Rather than embody 
the order of the modern American System, this Repulsive Woman revels in her decadent 
messiness. 
 Ugliness is linked to women’s bodies through the trope of ornamentation in addition to 
dirt and filth.  Ornamentation runs amok in The Book of Repulsive Women, taking excess to its 
extreme.  The woman in “Seen From the ‘L’” wears “Two amber combs” in her hair (23), while 
her clothing is “less risky / Than her body in its prime”; her lips, “vague as fancy / In her youth” 
(24).  In “Twilight of the Illicit,” the Repulsive Woman boasts “great ghastly loops of gold / 
Snared in [her] ears” as well as “long lengthened” lips (28).  Whether their flesh or their fashion 
break the high modernist and Fordist code of streamlined simplicity, these Repulsive Women 
embody the decadent ornamentation modernists detested:  waste, sham, excess.  One of Barnes’s 
                                                
31 Because the lyrics are so short, I refer to them by page number rather than line number. 
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drawings throws this ornamentation into vivid relief (see Figure 3.2).32  Here, a women draped in 
a gaudy dress sits in the fetal position while dangling a large lantern in her right hand.  The 
background of the drawing is so ornate and visually overwhelming that it is difficult to discern 
                                                
32 Rendered completely in black and white, and influenced by the work of Aubrey Beardsley, the 
five portraits Barnes drew for BRW range from geometric minimalism to decadent surrealism.  
Because no one has successfully reconciled their presence in the book, the drawings have always 
had a difficult relationship with the poems of BRW.  In the original 1915 chapbook, the drawings 
appeared as a group after the poems, a decision that many feel violated Barnes’s original 
intention of placing the drawings and poems in dialogue with one another.  Barnes herself never 
commented on the matter (indeed, she later renounced BRW from her career entirely [see Hardie 
119]), but later editors held strong opinions on the matter.  The 1989 Bern Boyle edition chose to 
pair the drawings with certain rhythms, placing text and image on the same page.  Similarly, the 
1994 Sun & Moon edition pairs rhythms and drawings, but with slight changes from the Bern 
Boyle arrangement.  Editor of the Sun & Moon edition, Douglass Messerli, explains his decision 
to pair the drawings and poems:  “Without knowing Barnes’s original intentions, I felt editorially 
more comfortable placing the art on facing pages.  Moreover, the art seemed to relate, in my 
mind, with poems different from those Bern Boyle had chosen.  Other, doubtlessly, will disagree 
with my choices and, perhaps, with Bern Boyle’s as well.  Nonetheless, the art/poem relationship 
feels, in both editions, much closer to a book by Djuna Barnes than the original had” (“Note” 9).  
Meanwhile other editions, such as the pirated 1948 Alley Cat edition, placed the drawings as a 
centerfold, while the 2005 Collected Poems neglected to reproduce all but one of the sketches.  
Regardless of where the drawings appear in any given edition of BRW, they seem out of place, 
much like the Repulsive Women (and Barnes) themselves. 
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Figure 2 
her figure amid the swirling curlicues and elaborate patterns of her environment.  This Repulsive 
Woman gets quite literally lost in the intricate pattern of the wall behind her until the lines 
constituting her body merge with those defining her background.  In this way, she blends in with 
the chaos of her modern surroundings. 
The excess parts of the Repulsive Women’s bodies likewise ground ugliness in the 
modernist aesthetic of primitivism, distorting the women’s figures by transforming them into 
beasts.  The woman in the lyric “Twilight of the Illicit,” for instance, displays animalistic 
physical attributes: 
You, with your long blank udders 
And your calms, 
Your spotted linen and your 
Slack’ning arms. 
With satiated fingers dragging 
At your palms. . . . 
 
Your knees set far apart like 
Heavy spheres; 
With discs upon your eyes like 
Husks of tears; 
And great ghastly loops of gold 
Snared in your ears. (27-28) 
Not only does she appear antimodern and inhuman, but as “the massive mother of / Illicit spawn” 
who makes “others shrink,” she is also too large (28).  The incorporation of too many body parts 
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into her physical makeup renders her atavistic.  Barnes likewise engages the modernist 
primitivist tradition in another BRW drawing that figures a woman as savage.  Often paired with 
“Twilight of the Illicit,” this portrait of a beastly woman clutching flowers (see Figure 3.3) 
produces a kind of aesthetic vertigo; she is at once anachronistic and modern in her ugliness.  
She boasts not only a striped tail, but also what appear to be rabbit or even donkey ears.  
Crouched low to the ground, her upper body stands erect, her face staring intently ahead of her.  
As we see her in profile, it is difficult to make out her facial features:  her face appears mask-
like, oddly distorted.  The drawing is unmistakably avant-garde; it is expressionistic, fragmented, 
and abstract, and makes no attempt to portray the Repulsive Women in any realistic manner.  In 
this way her animal-like features signal a kind of physical primitivism that undermines the 
modernity values of femininity under the American System.   
To be sure, Barnes incorporates other artifacts of ugliness throughout BRW, particularly 
in her images of the modern world.  Yet we might characterize this poetic unsightliness as 
already feminine.  For instance, the “litter in the street” is linked to a Repulsive Woman’s “out 
turned feet,” while a “dirty sheet / Within the town” is accented by the woman’s languorous 
body that “rolls beneath” it (19).  Meanwhile, the woman in “Seen From the ‘L’” ambivalently 
gazes at “A vague molested carpet [that] pitches / Down the dusty length of stair” (23).  The 
modern world appears as repulsive and disordered as Barnes’s women to the point that the two 
become nearly indistinguishable from one another.  In associating femininity with the ugliness of 
unregulated modern American culture, Barnes reproduces the misogynist modernist aesthetic of 
writers such as Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot, writers who associated all things feminine with the 
decay of modern life and art.  Yet Barnes does so not to condemn this difference, but to celebrate 
it, to champion its break with the American System. 
   143 
 The speaker of the five lyrics in BRW, however, does follow in the same misogynist 
tradition by fashioning the Repulsive Women out of the aesthetic stereotypes avant-garde artists 
used to degrade women as objects to be consumed.  Indeed, this essentialist ugliness of the 
Repulsive Women is in actuality shaped by an exterior, third-person speaker who imposes 
ugliness on the women and induces repulsion and disgust from readers.  The speaker, or 
speakers, of the five lyrics in BRW remain nameless yet omniscient observers of the Repulsive 
Women as they traverse the modern landscape.  While Barnes provides little definitive proof of 
the number of speakers, much less their/its gender, she does create a consistent voice throughout 
the five poems.  Most of the lyrics are written in second person as though addressed from a 
masculine standpoint that repeatedly accosts the women as simply “you,” while referring to itself 
as “we.”  Recall the opening of the collection in “From Fifth Avenue Up”: 
  Someday beneath some hard 
  Capricious star— 
  Spreading its light a little 
  Over far, 
  We’ll know you for the woman 
  That you are. (13; emphasis added) 
The “We” here could refer to a collective voice of male voyeurs, or to merely the single speaker 
and reader.  Nevertheless, the speaker(s) create an ominous, threatening tone, one that warns the 
woman of its hostile judgment.  “In General,” “From Third Avenue On,” “In Particular,” and 
“Twilight of the Illicit” all repeat this tension/battle between the repulsive women (“you”) and 
the speaker(s) and readers (“we”).  
   144 
Barnes varies this narrative form slightly in three of the lyrics.  “Seen From the L’” is 
narrated entirely in the third person from the vantage point of a distanced observer who speaks of 
the Repulsive Woman as “she” and does not identify itself as “we.”  This lends more neutrality 
and less hostility to the portrait of the woman because, rather than speaking to the woman 
herself, the speaker addresses us.  In so doing, the speaker treats the Repulsive Woman as a 
subject in a study much like the “types” Barnes observes in her early newspaper journalism.  The 
very last lyric, “Suicide,” is likewise written in the third person and introduces a new pronoun:  
“They.”  Finally, “To a Cabaret Dancer” may be addressed to the Repulsive Woman it portrays, 
but it actually addresses a male audience member who leers at the cabaret dancer in a crowded 
and dim nightclub.  This speaker (or group of speakers) portrays the women as ugly.  We never 
perceive the women from their perspective or from an objective observer (except, perhaps, in 
“Suicide”); our view of them is always mediated by the perspective of a speaker who articulates 
its disgust of these modern women.  This bias in turn paints these lyrical portraits, clouding our 
perception of the women. 
 Whether or not it is singular or multiple, and whether or not it is male, the speaker that 
narrates the five lyrics of The Book of Repulsive Women nevertheless treats the women as 
inferior art objects by abusing them in the fashion of modernist artists.  As a female member of 
avant-garde art circles herself, Barnes experienced this tension among modernist artists firsthand.  
Although Barnes socialized with high modernists such as James Joyce and T. S. Eliot, she was 
rarely accepted as a writer of equal caliber.  When she first met Gertrude Stein, the story goes, 
the modernist matriarch refused to take Barnes seriously.  “D’you know what she said of me?” 
Barnes later complained:  “Said I had beautiful legs!  Now what does that have to do with 
anything?  Said I had beautiful legs!  Now I mean, what, did she say that for?  I mean, if you’re 
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going to say something about a person . . . I couldn’t stand her” (qtd. in Field 104).  Shari 
Benstock notes that in breaking her down into body parts, Stein “reduced Barnes to the ‘merely’ 
beautiful, set her aside as a decorative accoutrement, made an object of her” (254).  “As a 
beautiful woman,” Benstock writes, “Barnes was particularly aware of the ways in which she 
became the object of the desirous glance of men and was inspected by the sweeping gaze of 
women” (254).  Having experienced this exclusion not only because of her gender, but because 
of her beauty, Barnes experienced the misogynist gaze of her peers that reduced her to an 
aesthetic object rather than what she wanted:  recognition as a writer. 
 Just as Stein’s comment evacuates emotional depth and psychological complexity from 
Barnes, so too does the speaker(s) of BRW deny the Repulsive Women their complex 
subjectivity.  Indeed, despite their ugly excess, the women of BRW come to signify the lack 
modernist writers would associate with femininity.  Reduced to empty shapes and forms, these 
women float about in the lyrics and drawings as empty signifiers of excessive, antimodern 
aesthetics.  This emphasis on form rather than content, however, again replicates misogynist 
avant-garde artists “who replaced the beauty of woman with the beauty of form” (Steiner 44).  
When women did appear in such modernist art forms, they were abstracted to the point of being 
nearly unrecognizable:  no longer thinking, feeling, subjects, women were reduced to a dizzying 
array of lines and colors.  Visual artists such as Kandinsky, Braque, Cézanne, and Picasso 
abstracted women into a series of stylized shapes, while writers such as Marinetti, Pound, and 
Eliot enacted linguistic violence, emptying modern woman of interiority and subjectivity.  
Consider the Repulsive Woman in “From Third Avenue On.”  We observe her as she 
 . . . sits beside the chinaware, 
 Sits mouthing meekly in a chair, 
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 With over-curled, hard waving hair 
  Above her eyes. 
 Or grins too vacant into space— 
 A vacant space is in her face— 
 Where nothing came to take the place 
Of high hard cries.  (20) 
Surrounded by domestic artifacts of a bourgeois lifestyle (“chinaware”), this Repulsive Woman 
embodies a kind of death in life.  Indeed, we learn that those around her, “living dead up in their 
rooms,” “No longer stare into the stars, / Instead, they watch the dinky cars— / And live aghast” 
(20, 21).  This lyric begs comparison to Ezra Pound’s “Portrait d’une Femme” (1912), which 
portrays a bourgeois woman who sits amid the gaudiness and excess of her domestic life, an 
amalgamation of the items that surround her.  Although she is not described as ugly in any 
traditional, visible way (she has no warts, humps, or deformations), she elicits disgust by being 
grotesquely unaware of her own participation in capitalist act of hoarding artifacts of wealth and 
status.  Like an ancient, dusty museum, the woman possesses “Ideas, old gossip, oddments of all 
things, / Strange spars of knowledge and dimmed wares of price” (4-5).  But she does not know 
what to do with them; she pays “richly” for them to serve only for show (13).  Her collection, as 
impressive as it is, merely masks her superficiality.  The poem concludes with a bitter critique of 
her spiritual and intellectual vacuity: 
The tarnished, gaudy, wonderful old work; 
Idols and ambergris and rare inlays, 
These are your riches, your great store; and yet 
For all this sea-hoard of deciduous things, 
   147 
Strange woods half sodden, and new brighter stuff: 
In the slow float of differing light and deep,  
No! there is nothing!  In the whole and all, 
Nothing that’s quite your own. 
   Yet this is you. (l. 22-30) 
Pound contrasts the “nothing” of the woman with the “gaudy, wonderful old” riches that adorn 
her domestic space in order to emphasize the woman’s psychological ineptitude.  Later, he would 
take this concept further to suggest that, by nature, women desire excessive yet superficial 
beauty.  In “Women Before a Shop,” published in the first issue of BLAST in June 1914, the 
women gawk at the sparkling, artificial jewels in a store-front window:  “The gew-gaws of false 
amber and false turquoise attract them. / ‘Like to like nature.’  These agglutinous yellows!” (49).  
Pound here associates femininity with artifice and ornament; it is their gender, the poem 
suggests, that draws women “Like to like nature” to the “agglutinous yellows” of the fake gems.  
In admiring the “false amber and false turquoise,” the women thus reveal their own complicity in 
the art of deception. 
 Barnes’s drawings likewise depict the Repulsive Women as lacking, even despite their 
superfluous physicality.  Barnes composes the women out of what art scholars term negative 
space.33  That is, the women appear as the absence of ink; their shapes are “negative” because 
they emerge from their surroundings as residual whiteness.  Take, for instance, the drawing 
commonly paired with “To a Cabaret Dancer” (see Figure 3.4).  The negative space that forms 
her torso literally splits this woman in two.  She thus becomes a disjointed top and bottom half of 
                                                
33 Negative space is a term used by art historians to denote “empty or open space within or 
bounded by the forms of a painting, sculpture, or architectural design” (Stokstad 9). 
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a woman, always in danger of floating apart.  The women of the other BRW drawings are all 
comprised of negative, empty space:  like film negatives, they appear as white silhouettes against 
darker backgrounds. 
 This mode of representation has several consequences for interpreting the Repulsive 
Women.  First, the negative space causes the viewer to become an active participant in reading 
and constructing the images.  Because there are missing shapes and spaces, readers have to fill in 
what has not been drawn:  the women are always in the process of being created.  Much like the 
opening of the first poem in which we await the time and space to know, finally, what the 
Repulsive Woman is, the construction of the woman in this drawing is perpetually relegated to 
the moment we as readers open the chapbook.  Furthermore, we are an active part of that 
deferral:  it is our participation in reading these images that at once temporarily completes the 
women, and yet, also disassembles them when we turn the page. 
 This negative space also camouflages the Repulsive Women.  Instead of their bodies 
proper, we see their absence, their effect on their surroundings.  Note how the beast-like woman 
(Figure 3.3) is composed of negative space:  she appears as a white outline against a starkly 
black background, shaping the surroundings as the same time that they mold her.  The placement 
of her white body on the blackness behind her creates the illusion of an outline, a tenuous 
boundary between skin and space.  Without the backdrop this woman would be nearly invisible, 
and without the absence her body creates, the drawing would appear as a slab of blackness.  This 
technique is similar to that used in high modernist paintings such as Picasso’s 1907 Les 
Demoiselles d’Avignon.  Art historian George Heard Hamilton notes that unlike traditional 
portraits that fill the space of the canvas with figures or objects, Picasso’s women create the 
space they inhabit.  He explains, 
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In other words, in this painting there is no free, originally unoccupied space in 
which the women have been discovered.  Such space as there is has been 
generated, so to speak, by their bodies and by the intervals between them. . . . 
Space, like the light that exists only as a function of the pink and yellowish 
bodies, is a function of the forms rather than an environment for them. (237) 
Like the women in Picasso’s masterpiece, the Repulsive Women in Barnes’s drawings 
(de)generate the space of the portraits with their bodies.  Even the Repulsive Woman with the 
walking stick (Figure 3.5) creates the margin she walks toward as her body delineates the space 
where her figure ends and the space around her begins.  By re-visioning the relationship between 
space and their female figures as dialectical, Picasso and Barnes challenge the assumption that 
subjects merely exist passively in space.  Such a symbiotic relationship between subject and 
environment may be what Barnes found most provocative about this visual technique:  by 
allowing her Repulsive Women to be shaped by their surroundings, she reinforces a mutually 
constitutive relationship between the women and space.  Rather than inactive victims of an 
oppressive exterior force, the women dually penetrate and are penetrated by their environment.  
Furthermore, their corporeality allows them to bring into existence the space around them. 
Such physical ugliness likewise brings the Repulsive Women’s psychological 
subjectivity into existence.  The women wander the urban wasteland in Barnes’s rhythms and 
drawings as though they are unable to connect emotionally or spiritually with their surroundings; 
this alienation in turn gives them access to knowledge about the nature of modernity.  Many of 
the Repulsive Women bear a strong relationship to truth, a kind of knowledge that allows them 
(à la Eliot’s Tiresias) to comprehend their surroundings on a profound level.  Moreover, Barnes 
attributes this knowledge directly to their ugliness.  The woman in “ Seen from the ‘L’” 
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emblematizes this relationship between truth and disgust:  “Though her lips are vague as fancy / 
In her youth— / They bloom vivid and repulsive / As the truth” (24).  The woman’s lips—which 
allude to her mouth as well as to her genitalia—speak a truth both “vivid and repulsive.”  
Similarly, the woman of “Twilight of the Illicit” has “Lips, long, lengthened by wise words / 
Unsaid” (28).  The women’s ugliness allots them a unique awareness of the world around them 
as well as the conditions that have led to their repulsive situation.  Here Barnes locates truth with 
the unsightliness of women’s unruly, excessive, and unregulated bodies.  The women may suffer, 
but they gain enlightenment because of their trauma.  Ugliness relegates women to the margins 
of society, but it likewise allots them the awareness of their disenfranchised situation.  In turn, 
this heightened awareness makes possible Barnes’s and the Repulsive Women’s critique of a 
misogynist society and literary culture. 
 
“Beer gone flat”:  Repulsive Suicides 
The differences of the Repulsive Women—their excessive, vacant, decadent, unsightly, 
crude, superficial natures—come to codify the identity and experience of women in general as 
one source of ugliness under the American System.  The individual lyrics and drawings of The 
Book of Repulsive Women locate the rhetoric of ugly panic on the bodies of women, collapsing 
gender and aesthetics into one another.  Yet taken together, the poems resist this modernist 
hysteria voiced by misogynist artists and a culture that distributes flowers to ease its troubles.  
Throughout BRW, Barnes scorns the use of women as objects and the omission of them as artists 
in modernity.  Indeed, two of the lyrics that have provoked the most confusion among scholars, 
“In General” and “In Particular,” confront the misuse of women in the arts directly.  “In General” 
speaks to the cult of beauty forced onto women in Western society: 
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  What altar cloth, what rag of worth 
  Unpriced? 
  What turn of card, what trick of game 
  Undiced? 
  And you we valued still a little  
  More than Christ. (17) 
Likening a sacred altar cloth to the rag a woman uses while menstruating, Barnes here parodies 
women’s idealization within nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century art and literature, thus 
deflating female aesthetic idolatry.  While society may “in general” value female beauty, Barnes 
notes that women find themselves in a losing game, one dependent upon a turn of a card or trick 
that is quite literally out of their hands.  Barnes continues this critique in the more accusatory and 
cynical lyric, “In Particular”: 
  What loin-cloth, what rag of wrong 
  Unpriced? 
  What turn of body, what of lust 
  Undiced? 
  So we’ve worshipped you a little 
  More than Christ. (25) 
Here the speaker uses a much more hostile and defensive tone.  The substitution of “So” for 
“And” in the fifth line reveals the speaker’s anxiety about the aesthetic pedestal the highly 
regimented American System places women.  In these two lyrics, women are prized for their 
beauty, their ability to produce “lust.”  Yet they remain “Unpriced”:  “valued” and “worshipped” 
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“More than Christ,” but in a way that confines their purpose as vessels of normative, controlled 
femininity. 
 Barnes offers a cautionary tale in “To a Cabaret Dancer” that illustrates the effect of this 
over-pricing and consumption of women’s beauty in modern society.  As the only true narrative 
poem in BRW, “To a Cabaret Dancer” tells the sad yet familiar story of a female entertainer 
ruined by her search for meaning in the bright lights of vaudeville.  In the beginning of the poem, 
the speaker describes the dancer, like many young women looking for a break such as Theodore 
Dreiser’s Carrie Meeber in Sister Carrie (1900), as naïve and optimistic:  “She came with 
laughter wide and calm; / And splendid grace; / And looked between the lights and wine / For 
one fine face” (31).  However, she soon “found life only passion wide / ‘Twixt mouth and wine. / 
She ceased to search, and growing wise / Became less fine” (31-32).  As the dancer begins to 
understand the sordid entertainment underworld, she physically begins to deteriorate: 
  Yet some wondrous thing within the mess 
      Was held in check:— 
  Was missing as she groped and clung 
      About his neck. 
 
  One master chord we couldn’t sound 
      For lost the keys, 
  Yet she hinted of it as she sang 
      Between our knees. 
 
We saw the crimson leave her cheeks 
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      Flame in her eyes; 
  For when a women lives in awful haste 
      A woman dies. 
 
  The jests that lit our hours by night 
      And made them gay, 
  Soiled a sweet and ignorant soul 
      And fouled its play. 
 
  Barriers and heart both broken—dust 
      Beneath her feet. 
  You’ve passed her forty times and sneered 
      Out in the street. (32-33) 
Reduced to a source of physical aesthetic and sexual pleasure for others, this Repulsive Woman 
illustrates in troubling detail the consequences of the “worshipping” of women within the 
consumerist culture of the American System.  The more the dancer’s looks define her, the more 
they deteriorate.  Before long, this “sweet and ignorant soul” loses the color in her cheeks as well 
as the sparkle in her eyes, and gains a broken heart.   
Moreover, the final two stanzas of the poem indict a misogynist society (in general), and 
the reader (in particular) for destroying the dancer: 
  A thousand jibes had driven her 
      To this at last; 
  Till the ruined crimson of her lips 
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      Grew vague and vast. 
 
  Until her songless soul admits 
      Time comes to kill: 
  You pay her price and wonder why 
      You need her still. (33) 
In these final two lines of the poem, Barnes scorns men (and the reader) who have used (up) the 
woman and participated in and even caused her demise.  The repetition of the accusatory “You” 
in the last two lines of the poem indict both the voyeurs in the poem that have subjected the 
cabaret dancer to an abusive and violent gaze, as well as the reader who has likewise consumed 
the dancer’s story as a form of entertainment.  Here, Barnes foreshadows the same indictment of 
fashion and glamour that she will create in her Greenwich Village tourism articles in the coming 
months of 1915 and 1916.  The Cabaret Dancer, like the bizarre characters that populate her 
exposés, may be what her audience wants, but Barnes offers this figure to her readers in order to 
critique their participation in such commercialization and consumption within the growing 
entertainment industry of the Village.  Barnes thus presents “To a Cabaret Dancer” as a 
cautionary tale about the devastating effects of women being reduced to aesthetic objects, the 
misused products of American modernism.34  The men in the poem who gawk at and use the 
dancer for pleasure fashion her identity and misery, just as they drive her to an unspoken and 
unspecified “this” which foreshadows the next and final poem of The Book of Repulsive Women:  
“Suicide.”   
                                                
34 Barnes would return to this theme in other poems such as “Vaudeville,” published in All-Story 
Cavalier Weekly in 1915 and in Vanity Fair in 1923 (see Collected Poems 76). 
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 Barnes’s poetry sequence culminates in the violent deaths of two Repulsive Women. 
Unlike the other Repulsive Women whom we have seen living a waking death, these two, 
Corpse A and B, lie still in death.  Nevertheless, their bodies serve as physical evidence against 
the symbolic violence done to women in both modernism and modernity: 
  Corpse A 
   They brought her in, a shattered small 
   Cocoon, 
   With a bruisèd body like 
   A startled moon; 
   And all the subtle symphonies of her 
   A twilight rune. 
 
  Corpse B 
   They gave her hurried shoves this way 
   And that. 
   Her body shock-abbreviated 
   As a city cat. 
   She lay out listlessly like some small mug 
   Of beer gone flat. (35-36) 
Barnes’s suicides trouble her critique of exploitative modernist practices.  Do we mourn or 
celebrate the passing of these “repulsive” women—these women who embrace human difference 
within the American System rather than bow down to standardizing practices of modernist art 
and culture?  Because of their silent demise, many scholars read Barnes’s repulsive women as 
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“powerless, voiceless” (Martyniuk 63).  Carolyn Burke contends that Barnes wrote her collection 
of poems “as if it were necessary to kill off the old images of women before a different vision 
might become possible” (70).  In a similar vein, Melissa Jane Hardie calls BRW a “dead text” 
(118).  Alternatively, Shari Benstock argues that  
The decadence and depravity of city women portrayed in Repulsive Women is an 
effect of women’s situation in patriarchal culture, not its cause.  The fall from 
innocence into ‘a sort of death in life’ results from the realization that woman in 
Western society is defined by her difference from the masculine norm.  She is 
estranged from a society that sacrifices her body on a patriarchal altar. (241) 
As Benstock notes, Barnes’s repulsive women inhabit the margins of a society that has little 
interest in, much less use for them.  Thus their “decadence and depravity” are not intrinsic 
properties of femininity, but of modernity.  Suicide and “Suicide” thus serve to cleanse modern 
woman of the repulsiveness that has been imposed on her by modernist artists so that she may be 
resurrected in a more potent form.  The act of suicide, then, revokes patriarchy’s ability to mark 
her as outside the confines of the norm.  According to this reading, Barnes’s women have no 
option but to sacrifice their bodies, which mark their difference under the American System.  
Some even read Barnes’s act of writing BRW as suicide in and of itself:  again, Burke claims that 
“The Book of Repulsive Women reveals its author’s awareness that she has, in fact, reached a 
dead end in the New York of 1915” (71).  
As convincing as many of these theories are, they fail to note the narrative shift of the 
speaker in this final poem.  Throughout the entire poetry sequence of BRW, Barnes has crafted a 
tension between the “we” of the speaker(s) and readers, and the “you” that corresponds to 
various Repulsive Women.  The result is a highly charged relationship between the speaker who 
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observes and judges, and the women who are observed and judged.  But “Suicide” introduces a 
new pronoun:  “They.”  Both stanzas begin by announcing what “They” have done to the corpses 
of the Repulsive Women:  they “brought her in” and “gave her hurried shoves.”  “They” could 
simply refer to the morgue attendants who prepare the bodies; yet this reading does not quite fit 
the second stanza in which “they” seems to have a more general connotation.  Instead, “They” 
refers to the modernist purveyors of the American system that mistreat and misrepresent women 
as objects to be consumed in literary and cultural marketplace.  Barnes therefore puts us in the 
position to observe and judge them.  The “we” of the previous seven lyrics has, by this point, 
completely disintegrated since Barnes has transferred the reader’s disgust from the deviant and 
repulsive women onto the “they” who mistreat the dead bodies.  If “In Particular” and “In 
General” outline the misuse of women in modernist art and literature, and if “To a Cabaret 
Dancer” chronicles the deleterious effects on the women who are used up as objects of desire and 
pleasure, then “Suicide” blames those responsible for this fatal outcome.  As the reader has 
likewise been figured in the “we” of the lyrics, “Suicide” thus makes Barnes’s audience 
complicit in this aesthetic abuse of women.  The final poem punishes the speaker(s) for 
conforming women to a particular kind of use-value under the American System and for denying 
them the power to self-fashion themselves out of their own American modernism of difference.  
Carolyn Burke insists that Barnes’s “lurid depiction of the modern woman reveals an 
ambivalence toward her subject matter,” but these poems betray Barnes’s ambivalence about the 
consumers of her subject matter (both the Repulsive Women and the chapbook of poems itself) 
rather than her subjects proper (71). 
As a series of mediations on the misuse of women in modernity, BRW thus critiques the 
regulation and standardization of women for the financial and aesthetic benefit of male artists 
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and modernist culture at large.  Ugliness allows Barnes to fashion an excessive, unruly, and 
decadent poetic style to critique the gender regimentation of women as consumers within 
Greenwich Village specifically, and as producers of the American System more generally.  As a 
form, the grotesque bodies of the Repulsive Women focuses readers’ attention on the 
misappropriation of women in modernism; these bodies act as a literary device to produce 
awareness, even guilt, in the reader.  During Barnes’s residence in New York City, Greenwich 
Village looked to its entertainment venues (which in turn looked to women as forms of 
spectacle) to bring in tourists and new residents in order to bolster the reputation of the 
neighborhood and eradicate its long-standing battle with unsightliness.  The Village’s 
restaurants, cafes, vaudeville playhouses, and theaters in essence replaced the GVIS, the Flower 
Mission, and Comstock’s teams of censors as a new means of making the neighborhood 
attractive to those with money.  The Cabaret Dancer and other Repulsive Women undo this civic 
regulation, exposing and celebrating the (female) human differences excoriated under the 
American System.  
Barnes’s thus combats Greenwich Village’s aesthetic policing and cultural promotion by 
producing exactly what threatened this new image:  crude literature.  The Book of Repulsive 
Women represents the kind of poetry that would have frazzled Mrs. Frances Earle Coates:  it is 
immoral, degenerate, and repulsive.  There is no evidence to suggest that Barnes’s pamphlet was 
the target of censorship (Comstock died in September of 1915, though his legacy of purity lived 
on), although Andrew Field notes that “there is no American book published in the first twenty 
years of the century that would have been more susceptible to censorship” had the censors 
understood Barnes’s imagery (67).  Instead, BRW mostly likely was used by its publisher, Guido 
Bruno, in his marketing campaign to promote Village life.  Not one to shy away from a battle 
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over censorship (he was arrested in 1916 for publishing Alfred Kreymbord’s lewd story of a 
prostitute), Bruno sought out strange writers and literature to feature in his publications (Field 
68-69).  In a 1919 interview with Barnes, “Fleurs du Mal à la Mode de New York,” Bruno 
provides readers with a portrait of his favorite writer:  “Red cheeks.  Auburn hair.  Gray eyes, 
ever sparkling with delight and mischief.  Fantastic earrings in her ears, picturesquely dressed, 
ever ready to live and to be merry:  that’s the real Djuna Barnes as she walks down Fifth Avenue, 
or sips her black coffee, a cigarette in hand, in the Café Lafayette” (“Fleurs” 388).  In many ways 
Barnes acted as his personal muse; she gave him the spectacular, freakish, repulsive aesthetic he 
sought out and that made his publications literary sensations.35  And for outsiders lured to the 
Village by stories of strange poets and freakish art, The Book of Repulsive Women may have 
been the perfect trinket of the bizarre lifestyle they sought out and paid for.  In the end, the 
flowers Barnes offered her readers were not those of the charitable Flower Mission, but the 








                                                
35 Field notes that BRW did not earn Barnes “anything, but it had attracted some notoriety and 
because of it she was regarded as a serious artist in the Village” (55).  I have been unable to find 
exact sale numbers for BRW, but Messerli notes that of other chapbooks that Bruno published, he 
“claimed to sell no fewer than 32,000 copies” (Interviews 383).  Certainly BRW must have done 
well and found some kind of audience for, “Realizing that he had a hot number on his hands, 
[Bruno] raised the price from 15 to 50 cents” (Wetzsteon 439). 
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Chapter 4 
Managing the Middlebrow:  Fannie Hurst’s Philosophy of Normalcy 
 
In his inaugural address in March of 1921, Warren G. Harding promised Americans a 
return to normalcy.  “Our supreme task is the resumption of our onward, normal way,” he 
assured Americans, still reeling from the trauma of the Great War:  “Reconstruction, 
readjustment, restoration—all these must follow. . . . [W]e must strive for normalcy to reach 
stability” (29-30, 31).  Harding had campaigned on the tenets of normalcy and stability that he 
ensured would restore the country to its prewar state of comfort and security.  In a campaign 
speech the previous year, Harding avowed that “America’s present need is not heroics, but 
healing; not nostrums, but normalcy; not revolution, but restoration; not agitation, but 
adjustment; not surgery, but serenity; not the dramatic, but the dispassionate; not experiment, but 
equipoise; not submergence in internationality, but sustainment in triumphant nationality” 
(“Back to Normal” n. p.).  As “the apostle of normalcy and serenity,” Harding reached out to a 
nation that desired a predictability and order missing during the war years (Beard and Beard 
675). 
Middlebrow writers such as Fannie Hurst answered this call for a return to normalcy by 
creating a literature that embodied the characteristics of middle-class, standardized American 
culture.  Although largely ignored by scholars, Hurst drew devoted readers throughout her long 
career during the first half of the century.  As early as 1918, Hurst was receiving impressive 
accolades:  Kathleen Norris declared Hurst a genius in an article for Cosmopolitan, writing that 
while other writers “follow a certain formula,” Hurst “copies no one” (134).  Hurst’s notoriety 
blossomed in the 1920s when she was the most popular and well-paid short story writer of the 
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day.  “Out of the sixty or seventy short stories which constitute the most important part of her 
work to date,” an anonymous writer for the Bookman wrote, “it would be hard to select five that 
are not notable, unusual, and stamped with the peculiarity and passion of her genius” (“Fannie 
Hurst” 271).  In 1920, Blanche Colton Williams, professor of literature at Columbia University, 
featured Hurst alongside Edna Ferber, O. Henry, Jack London, Booth Tarkington, and Edith 
Wharton in her study of American writers, Our Short Story Writers.  Williams calls Hurst a 
“stylist of distinction” whose “Technical excellence, excellence that comes after years of study 
and practice, reveals itself in well-wrought structure not less than in distinguished style” (iii, 
254).  Critical and popular praise would continue well into the decade:  not only did magazines 
indulge readers by printing features of and interviews with Hurst, but various book-length studies 
of the American short story named Hurst as a leading figure of the genre.  In Taking the Literary 
Pulse:  Psychological Studies of Life and Letters (1924), Joseph Collins categorizes Hurst as a 
“venturesome” writer whose experimental style in Lummox rivaled the ingenuity of Gertrude 
Stein (122).  Meanwhile, Grant Overton’s The Women Who Make Our Novels (1928) praises 
Hurst for the emotional capacity of her writings which are “in excess of the normal,” allowing 
her to choose subjects that other writers, namely Edna Ferber, avoided (181).   
As adored as she was by readers, Hurst always felt decidedly outside the standard 
institution of American literature.  “I was in, but not exactly of, that era,” she writes in her 1958 
autobiography, Anatomy of Me (217).  “I was to meet most American top-line authors of that era, 
but with two or three exceptions we passed one another in the night.  Some of them were more 
than my peers, and perhaps a sense of inferiority froze me.  But even where I was not disturbed 
by any such feeling I did not seem to know how to fraternize” (217).  Hurst repeatedly describes 
her feelings of inferiority about being a writer as well as the shyness that overcame her in the 
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presence of fellow writers; when meeting Willa Cather, for instance, she admits to feeling 
“vulgar”:  “[Cather’s] mind was a porcelain cup that held its content in perfect balance.  I 
slopped over into the saucer” (260).  Underneath this insecurity, however, lurks a bitterness, even 
resentment, for celebrated writers.  “If the twenties were fabulous,” Hurst quips, “I was too busy 
living them to realize to what extent the decade was to be typed by the flapper, Scott Fitzgerald, 
bobbed hair, knee-high skirts, the black bottom, Prohibition, the speakeasy, depression and 
breadlines” (217).  Speaking like an exile from American literary scene, Hurst writes, “Whatever 
of literary coteries may have existed in New York in those combustible twenties, I had no part in 
them” (218).1  In the face of literary celebrity during this era, Hurst remains nonplussed:  “Thus 
Fitzgerald’s era moved on, the millions of us who lived, worked, played outside the circus ring 
                                                
1 Hurst disliked Fitzgerald enormously:  he once “added a disorderly note” to a dinner party she 
once threw for Zona Gale (Anatomy 218).  If that didn’t turn her back to him, then surely this 
attack in Fitzgerald’s first novel did: “‘My God!  Look at them, look at them—Edna Ferber, 
Gouverneur Morris, Fannie Hurst, Mary Roberts Rinehard—not producing among ‘em one story 
or novel that will last ten years’” (This Side of Paradise 201).  Hurst later exacted her revenge in 
her autobiography where she describes Fitzgerald as “A brilliant young fellow, Princeton’s pride 
and joy, did much to slap a generic label on the twenties which stuck.  This Side of Paradise held 
up to a dead-eyed, postwar generation a picture of itself, too often dead drunk.  Certainly an 
authentic interpretation from Fitzgerald’s point of view, an interpretation which reeled because 
he reeled” (Anatomy 258). 
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scarcely aware that this era was either ‘riotous’ or ‘fabulous’” (259).  Clearly she didn’t want 
them, and they didn’t want her.2 
Despite her alienation from the American literary scene, Hurst remained central within 
popular culture during the first half of the century, writing for those who sought the security, 
familiarity, and normalcy Harding promised.  Indeed, Hurst endorsed the American System’s 
philosophy of standardization, using it in her novels as a way to conform readers to a set of 
values she believed strengthened national character.  In particular, she recalibrates this discourse 
of homogenization to provide an alternative to the shallow, materialistic values of American 
culture.  This chapter argues that Hurst’s 1923 novel, Lummox, fulfills a cultural longing for 
normalcy by celebrating an ugly aesthetic—what she terms “negative beauty”—that resists the 
vacuous consumerism of bourgeois America.  Her heroine, the dowdy domestic servant Bertha, 
models this new style by instructing middle-class readers to pursue character and intimacy rather 
than status and wealth.  Bertha thus provides a model, or standard, for middle-class character:  by 
demonstrating human interconnectedness rather than superficial materialism, Bertha recalibrates 
emotion in middlebrow literature under the American System.  In her difference from the 
decaying standards of middle-class materialism, Bertha embodies the moral attributes believed to 
be missing during the 1920s.  As a mother figure—benevolent, charitable, loving—Bertha 
                                                
2 Hurst did respect and enjoy some writers:  “Along with Theodore Dreiser, Edgar Lee Masters, 
Robert Frost, and Sinclair Lewis, Miss Cather’s revolt was against the hardened formality of 
American literature rather than the new postwar cult of freedom or H. L. Mencken’s battle-axe 
assault on the graven images of outworn moralities.  The little red fellow who did the best job of 
them all was Sinclair Lewis” (Anatomy 260).  No doubt her approval of Lewis stemmed from her 
own anti-materialism beliefs. 
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attracts readers who long for the myth of simpler days before consumer society eroded American 
values.  Indeed, in order to possess Bertha’s pedigree of character, the novel insists, one literally 
cannot buy into the excesses of American consumerism.  
Instead, Bertha models a romantic earthiness of the peasant that serves as an aesthetic 
alternative to the luxury of the 1920s.  Bertha’s difference from her vapid employers—her 
distance from the cultural norms of the middle class—is precisely what allows her to make a 
difference in their lives.  Lummox narrates an American System grown accustomed to gluttonous 
consumerism and materialism—the U.S. suffers now from an excess of wealth and luxury as a 
result of its precision, efficiency, and order under the scientific rationalism and bureaucratic 
management of the first two decades of the twentieth century.  Weighed down by the decadence 
and surplus of years of efficient industrial production, the American System now supports a 
middle class that has grown bloated with wealth and leisure.  Bertha marks a difference from this 
distended norm, however, modeling a life that harkens back to the original values of scientific 
rationalism and bureaucratic management—simplicity, efficiency, and order—even as the novel 
rejects the cold machine culture that initially incited these principles.  As Bertha circulates from 
one vacuous family of wealth and privilege to the next, she uses these values of the American 
System to clean up the mess each family has made—to strip away the excesses of their bourgeois 
lives and standardize an emotional life of the middlebrow. 
In this way, Hurst’s novel proves instructive for its middle-class readers.  As this 
unassuming domestic servant teaches her employers how to live a managed life, Hurst similarly 
teaches readers how eliminate waste in an era of suffocating materialism.  If, as literary scholars 
have argued, middlebrow novels of the twentieth century instructed middle-class readers how to 
navigate life, then Fannie Hurst’s stories, particularly Lummox, taught readers how to fashion 
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themselves as middle class.  Yet Hurst models a different kind of middle-class normalcy than 
many of her contemporaries who eschewed standardized culture altogether, writers such as 
Sherwood Anderson, Sinclair Lewis, and even Fitzgerald himself who remained skeptical of 
America’s middlebrowism.  Instead, Hurst uses her middlebrow fiction to fashion the middle 
class as a norm unto itself—but one that recalibrates the standards of the interwar American 
System to the prewar principles of order, efficiency, and purpose.  
 
“Super-Babbitt” and the Standardization of American Culture 
If, as Robert H. Wiebe writes, World War I “created abnormalities in abundance,” then 
the 1920s turned to standardization to eradicate them (286).  With America’s entrance into the 
war in 1917, a need for “tight national cohesion” restricted immigration, strengthened 
Americanization efforts, and incited anti-radicalism and anti-labor sentiments while creating the 
illusion of a united country (288).  After the war, this “desire for predictability” persisted, 
manifesting itself in increasingly centralized and organized forms of government and business 
(294).  Whatever damage the American System endured under WWI, it found its principles of 
cohesion, order, and unity revitalized after the war with renewed vigor.  Wiebe cites the Supreme 
Court’s 1920 declaration of the “essential unity of American government with states and nation 
coordinated to achieve mutual goals” as well as Congress’s decision to “imposed standard time 
zones across the land” as examples of America’s gradual gravitation to the homogenous in these 
postwar years (295).3  By embracing President Harding’s call for “a return to normalcy,” 
                                                
3 See Kern for more on the standardization of time. 
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Americans sought a neutral society that valued the safety of “continuity and regularity, 
functionality and rationality, administration and management” (295).4 
American print culture bears witness to this shift in tastes:  in 1923, the year Hurst 
published Lummox, the New York Times ran 160 articles on the standardization of nearly every 
aspect of American life:  engineering, motor cars, radio, lumber, women’s clothes, the calendar, 
railroads, the coal trade, the English language, rooming houses, store layouts, immigration, and 
college athletics, among other topics.  The popularity of standardization remained steady 
throughout the decade:  25 pieces on the topic were published in the NYT in 1920; 78 in 1921; 99 
in 1922; 160 in 1923; 134 in 1924; 168 in 1925; 195 in 1926; 192 in 1927; 195 in 1928; 216 in 
1929; and 198 in 1930.5  American wanted to know their nation maintained its order and 
predictability; these articles, features, letters, and editorials did just that, reassuring Americans 
that the stability and regulation of the nation remained securely in place.  Americans looked to an 
increasingly standardized culture to give them peace of mind, and also to make their lives 
easier—to facilitate their navigation of the modern world, sometimes literally.  “Standardization 
scored another point the other day,” a 1925 NYT article declared, “when New York City adopted 
a new signal system for its street traffic” (“Standardization Reduces” 13).  Implementing “red for 
danger, meaning ‘Stop’; yellow for ‘Caution,’ and green for ‘Passage clear,’” citizens of New 
                                                
4 Of course, this “neutrality” of 1920s was a myth as the decade proved to be one of the bloodiest 
and most intolerant eras of U.S. history. 
5 Similar searches in the Chicago Daily Tribune, for instance, turn up fewer articles total about 
standardization, although they do reveal the same steady increase during the 1920s:  41 in 1923, 
42 in 1925, and 38 in 1929, as opposed to only 22 ten years earlier in 1913 and 18 ten years later 
in 1933. 
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York City hoped this new system decreased the number of accidents and deaths as a result of the 
previous unregulated and chaotic system (13).  “In the opinion of Secretary Hoover, the absence 
of unification in color signals and standard methods for traffic purposes and of accepted 
standards in the manufacture of automobile brakes and in brake testing is an important 
contributing cause of the large number of accident fatalities in this country,” the article reports:  
but “It is believed that the latest innovation will be more efficient in preventing accidents and in 
obviating many inconveniences to automobile users due to the confusion which the old signal 
lights created” (13).  By explaining this new traffic system, as well as how it will directly impact 
citizens’ lives, thus making them easier and safer, this article also illustrates the importance of 
standardization in American culture.  It proves how the ideology of the American System 
(“standard methods,” “latest innovation,” and “efficient”) will eradicate the differences 
(“inconveniences” and “confusion”) of modern life. 
Standardization improved not only Americans’ ability to move through space, but also 
their ability to communicate with one another.  Another article that appeared in the New York 
Times in 1925 boasted a new alphabet—composed and arranged phonetically—to “effect an 
ultimate rapprochement between spoken and written English and check the disintegration of the 
language” (“New English” 11).  Devised by Dr. Frank H. Vizetelly, an editor at Funk and 
Wagnalls, this standardized alphabet radically conforms spoken and written English to one 
another in order to improve communication.  While he acknowledges that the complete 
standardization of the English language in American remains impossible, “even in the age of 
machinery and social standardization,” Vizetelly promotes this new system as a means to 
facilitate pronunciation, comparable to the way accents are used in French, thus conforming 
Americans to a standard dialect (11).  In this way, his new alphabet would “stabilize and purify” 
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the English language (11).  Vizetelly’s ultimately unsuccessful project remains an example of 
Americans’ belief that standardization could improve the quality of living in the interwar years.  
By helping individuals to speak “properly” and clearly, this alphabet promised to make life 
easier and more efficient, theoretically eradicating miscommunication and misunderstanding. 
 Articles on new alphabets, uniform traffic signals, and other means of standardizing 
American life ballooned in the 1920s.  Although the topic appeared in newspapers throughout 
the early decades of the twentieth century, stories of standardized living dominated this interwar 
decade.  Compare the 1920s’ wave of interest in the subject to the previous century’s:  while 
1923 saw 160 articles on standardization published in the NYT, only 87 pieces were published 10 
years earlier in 1913.  In that decade-long span, then, the amount of journalism on 
standardization in the NYT nearly doubles.  Although Henry Ford introduced his philosophy of 
industrial standards and efficiency as early as 1908 (and Taylor as early as the 1880s), the 
twenties emerged as the decade when this industrial homogenization takes hold of American 
culture more generally; indeed, for the remainder of the 1920s, standardization would continue to 
dominate American headlines and minds.  Even tongues:  Malcolm Cowley recalls the “definite 
effort” in the 1920s “to destroy all trace of local idiom or pronunciation and have us speak 
‘correctly’—that is, in a standardized Amerenglish as colorless as Esperanto” (28).  It’s no 
surprise, then, that the best-selling non-fiction book of 1923—Emily Post’s Book of Etiquette—
would be one that taught Americans how to regulate their behavior. 
Harding may have laid the groundwork for standardization during his brief administration 
(1921-23), and Calvin Coolidge may have allowed it to continue from 1923 to 1929, but Herbert 
Hoover actively put this philosophy into practice during his tenure as Secretary of Commerce 
from 1921 to 1928.  Along with Harding and the Secretary of Agriculture, Henry Wallace, 
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Hoover was “primarily responsible for the specific acts and measures that fleshed out the 
philosophy of normalcy” (Murray 30).  Trained as an engineer, Hoover was influenced by 
Taylor’s movement for “greater national efficiency” and the reduction of waste (Principles 6).  
Believing “in the perfectibility of society,” Hoover used his position as Secretary to reorganize 
and standardize American government, industry, and culture (Smith, Uncommon Man 98).  He 
was, in the words of historian Ellis W. Hawley, “the nation’s ‘Super-Babbitt’” (5).  One of his 
responsibilities, the Bureau of Standards, had been enacted into law some 20 years before he 
took office “to maintain standards of measurement, [but it] was transformed under Hoover into 
an agency that also handled much scientific and industrial research” (Murray 24).  Hoover used 
this research in the Bureau to regulate mine safety; organize the preservation of Niagara Falls 
and Chesapeake Bay; establish new building codes; regulate building materials; standardize 
airport runways; and regulate radio transmissions, much to the dismay of evangelical preacher 
Aimee Semple McPherson.  The Bureau even standardized “shoes for letter carriers for both 
winter and summer wear” (Weber 153-54).6  Hoover additionally pursued the institutionalization 
of children’s health programs as well as the regulation and adoption of a reasonable workday.  In 
short, Hoover “exhorted American industry to standardize everything from milk bottles to gas 
meters” (Smith, Uncommon Man 100), and did so by creating countless sub-committees within 
the Bureau, such as the Division of Building and Housing (1921) and the Division of Simplified 
Practice (1922).  Ironically, in his efforts to streamline government, biographer William E. 
Leuchtenburg notes, “Hoover created so many committees that they duplicated one another’s 
                                                
6 See Weber for a more complete history of the Bureau, esp. pages 69-75 for the Bureau’s post-
WWI activities up until 1925. 
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work” (55).7  It is here, therefore—in the Bureau of Standards, the Division of Building of 
Housing, the Division of Simplified Practice, the Better Homes for America program, and 
countless other sub-committees and departments that Hoover oversaw—that Harding’s cry for a 
“return to normalcy” finds its realization.  By regulating entire industries, the production of 
goods, and even the design of homes, Hoover instituted conformity as the standard of living 
during the interwar period. 
Standardization attracted Americans with its promise of comfort, security, and 
predictability; it also appealed to many because of its ability to eradicate difference from 
mainstream American living:  namely, the non-normative, the erratic, and the ugly.  Indeed many 
of the standardization projects of the 1920s were formed with the intention to ameliorate the 
aesthetic appearance of the country.  Standardization was called upon to reduce ugliness in part 
by eliminating the very industrial waste that horrified readers of The Jungle.  The Division of 
Simplified Practice (within the Bureau of Standards), for instance, formed “to cooperate with 
American industries in furthering a nation-wide program for eliminating waste in commerce and 
industry by reducing the number of sizes and types of standard products” (Weber 75).8  In what 
biographer Richard Norton Smith calls Hoover’s “obsessive crusade to eliminate waste” (100), 
the Secretary of Commerce sought the reduction of physical industrial and commercial waste, as 
well as the bureaucratic excesses that caused it.  Hoover saw the country as “suffering from 
immense wastes in the use of its resources—wastes that derived partly from faulty management, 
partly from short-sighted production restraints, partly from the failure to conserve human 
                                                
7 For more on Hoover’s standardization of American culture and industry as Secretary of 
Commerce, see Smith 98-102; Leuchtenburg 54-56; and Lyons 159-173. 
8 See Weber 172-75 for more on the Division of Simplified Practice. 
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resources and bring harmful economic fluctuations under control” (Hawley 50).  Believing that 
“more than fifty percent of [industrial] wastes were due to poor management” (Hawley 50-51), 
Hoover “demanded action to cut waste in federal administration” (Lyons 166).  In his “crusade” 
against waste, Hoover vilified the irregular, the excessive, and the wasteful, while valuing the 
streamlined, the balanced/harmonious, and the normative.  As his theory of standardization 
spread throughout the country, so too did Hoover’s modern values of the sleek and efficient. 
By 1925, when Weber published his history on the Bureau of Standards, the Division of 
Simplified Practice had drastically reduced the variability of goods on the market:  bedsteads, 
springs, and mattresses decreased from 78 to four; milk bottles from 49 to nine; milk bottle caps 
from 29 to one; hotel chinaware from 700 to 160; and bed blankets from 78 to 12, for example 
(Weber 173).  “In addition to the above,” Weber adds, the Division “has rendered more or less 
service in this field to the following industries:  Production of men and women’s shoes; railway 
equipment . . . watches and clocks; fish containers; dining-car supplies; safes; linoleum; 
chemicals; rubber heels; and machinery” (174).  The Division regulated goods for consumers in 
a ruthless survival-of-the-fittest fashion:  whatever didn’t prove (cost-) efficient enough was 
eliminated from the market.  As a result, products became more predictable and regular as the 
variety and idiosyncratic qualities of individualizes goods were eradicated.  In essence, Hoover 
and his army of regulators promoted values of the American System that aligned uniformity (i.e. 
standardization) with desirability and beauty.  Anything that did not conform to a specific set of 
standards was eliminated from the market, causing consumer taste to narrow as well.   
As President of Better Homes for America—a civic movement to improve living 
conditions, much like the Beautiful America campaign of the early 1900s featured in Ladies’ 
Home Journal—Hoover reinforced the relationship between beauty and standardization by 
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promoting uniform design, material, and planning of homes across the nation.  Eliminating 
excess in structure, design, and decoration of the American home, the Better Homes for America 
program advocated beauty’s use value through literature, programs, and annual “Better Homes 
for America” weeks.9  Instructing readers in everything from plumbing, architecture, and 
furnishing of the modern home, The Better Homes Manual (1931) encouraged Americans to 
eliminate waste in the building and maintenance of their homes by using standardized (i.e. 
factory-made) materials and parts.  Much like Christine Frederick’s implementation of Taylorism 
in domestic work of the previous decade, the standardizing campaigns of the 1920s urged 
Americans to regulate their homes with efficiency and precision.  The ethos of the 1920s differed 
slightly, however, in that it promoted such regulation as a kind of aesthetic taste as well as a 
scientific regiment.  This streamlining of the modern home, officials ensured readers, would lead 
to a happier, healthier, and more beautiful domestic environment.  In an article from the Manual, 
James Ford, Executive Director of Better Homes in America, argued that “most of the houses 
which are still being built in America are needlessly inconvenient and ugly and . . . there is great 
waste from too rapid depreciation” (156).  “[C]onvenience, comfort, and beauty,” Ford 
                                                
9 “A National Movement” “To Teach Improved Housing,” these “Weeks” offered further 
instruction in domestic economy.  During the week of October 9-14, 1922, the New York Times 
reports, “model houses will be on exhibition in at least 502 American cities in every State of the 
Union and in Alaska.  The week’s program, in addition, will consist of motion pictures showing 
efficiency and economy in housework, speeches from Federal officials and others broadcast by 
the Radio Corporation of America, which is installing radio outfits in the houses; exhibitions of 
furniture, labor-saving devices, health needs, architecture and gardening” (“Better Homes Week” 
143).  For more on the Better Homes in America movement, see Hutchinson. 
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continues, “actually pay the owner in dollars and cents, as well as in happiness” (156-57).  To 
achieve this “convenience, comfort, and beauty,” Lewis Mumford explained the ethos behind the 
Better Homes use-value model of beauty:  “Form and function, beauty and use, are coupled 
together in every excellent piece of architecture.  Lacking one or another, a building is deformed.  
It is useless to deceive ourselves, or to hide our impotence, by trying to fit modern functions into 
old forms, or attempting to combine twentieth century ‘uses’ with second century ‘beauties’” 
(124-25).   
This national obsession with standardization literally played out in the regulation of the 
beauty and fashion industry itself.  As efforts to standardize spread out from business and 
industry, other areas of American life including education, fashion, city planning, as well as arts 
and literature fell under the sway of the American System’s urge to normalize.  With the growth 
of the advertising and cosmetic industries came the standardization of beauty ideals and products 
as technological advances such as electricity and assembly lines not only standardized working 
days, modes of production, and even time, but also products:  ready-made garments soon erased 
regional ideals of beauty and replaced them with a national aesthetic.10  Ann Douglas traces this 
change to the demand during World War I for standardized uniforms and sizes:  “by the end of 
the war, full-scale mass-production techniques were being applied to civilian clothing and 
America had taken the lead in the world’s clothing market” (188).  Although certainly class 
divisions remained rigidly in place throughout the 1920s, more products were available to 
consumers from varying socio-economic backgrounds (and if one could not afford the original 
product, cheaper knock-offs and imitations became more widely available), allowing beauty to 
                                                
10 See Nye for a discussion of the ways in which electricity and other technologies standardized 
American labor and living. 
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serve less of a sign of social refinement and more as an indication of purchasing power.  The 
result powerfully changed ideas of normativity and difference in the American System.   
In his history of the 1920s, Only Yesterday (1931), Frederick Lewis Allen recalls, “one of 
the most conspicuous results of [interwar] prosperity was the conquest of the whole country by 
urban tastes and urban dress and the urban way of living.  The rube disappeared.  Girls in the 
villages of New Hampshire and Wyoming wore the same brief skirts and used the same lipsticks 
as their sisters in New York” (152).  This process extended beyond objects to entire styles, 
fashions, and ways of life.  Even Djuna Barnes’s beloved bohemia in Greenwich Village was, by 
the 1920s, a product to be bought and sold.  Malcolm Cowley claimed that radical Greenwich 
Village died out in the 1920s “because women smoked cigarettes on the streets of the Bronx, 
drank gin cocktails in Omaha and had perfectly swell parties in Seattle and Middle-town—in 
other words, because American business and the whole of middle-class America had been going 
Greenwich Village” (65).  Capitalist practices and new industry standards repeated a recipe for 
beauty ad infinitum across the nation at a reduced cost.  In this way, standardization ensured the 
success of the nation’s beauty by making it widely accessible and cheap. 
 Despite the ability of the American System to make (at least part of) the nation feel 
comfortable and secure, by the 1920s it raised fears about mindless conformity and the loss of 
individualism.  While the 1920s marked the height of interest in standardization, the decade also 
saw one of the pillars of the American System flounder, questioning the stability and security of 
a nation run by mass production.  After giving up the Model T in 1927, Henry Ford succumbed 
to a series of flops, learning “painfully and at great cost that the times called for a new era, that 
of ‘flexible mass production’” (Hounshell 13).  “Designing the new model [Model A], tooling up 
for its production, and achieving satisfactory production levels posed an array of unanticipated 
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problems,” David Hounshell writes (12).  Consequently, “the Ford Motor Company never 
recovered form the effects of its first big changeover.  Changes in consumers’ tastes and gains in 
their disposable incomes made the Model T and the Model T idea obsolete.  Automobile 
consumption in the late 1920s called for a new kind of mass production, a system that could 
accommodate frequent change” (13).  The American System took a big hit.  Ford’s failure 
instilled fear about the vigor of U.S. standardization, making people wonder if it had failed, 
passed its prime, or would do more harm than good in the end. 
This anxiety surfaced in various media across the nation from essays to novels to angry 
editorial letters.  A 1921 article in Life magazine lamented, “where is standardization going to 
stop?  We already have standardized husbands, standardized chorus girls, and standardized short 
stories” (“What We Really Need” 5).  Malcolm Cowley notes the anxiety during the interwar 
years that “Life in this country” had become “joyless and colorless, universally standardized, 
tawdry, uncreative, given over to the worship of wealth and machinery” (77).  Other writers and 
intellectuals—Sherwood Anderson, Sinclair Lewis, and H. L. Mencken, for instance—blamed a 
vague but powerful force that crushed individualism and creativity, thus “preventing them from 
doing their best work” (217).  Cowley explains that: 
They did not understand its nature, but they tried to exorcise it by giving it 
names—it was the stupidity of the crowd, it was hurry and haste, it was Mass 
Production, Babbittry, Our Business Civilization; or perhaps it was the Machine, 
which had been developed to satisfy men’s needs, but which was now controlling 
those needs and forcing its standardizing products upon us by means of 
omnipresent advertising and omnipresent vulgarity—the Voice of the Machine, 
the Tyranny of the Mob.  The same social mechanism that fed and clothed the 
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body was starving the emotions, was closing every path toward creativeness and 
self-expression. (217) 
Wary of the “Voice of the Machine” that had dictated national codes for decades, Americans 
now worried that it degraded and “starved” rather than ameliorated modern conditions. 
In a similar way, the protagonists of Sinclair Lewis’s scathing critiques of homogenized 
middle-class living fall victim to the deadening effects of American conformity.  In Main Street, 
Carol Kennicott faces the daunting and unwieldy forces of ugliness when she first arrives in 
Gopher Prairie, a small town in rural Minnesota whose dingy and desolate Main Street sends the 
protagonist into a frenzy:  “She wanted to run, fleeing from the encroaching prairie, demanding 
the security of a great city.  Her dreams of creating a beautiful town were ludicrous.  Oozing out 
from every drab wall, she felt a forbidding spirit which she could never conquer” (30).  Carol 
soon realizes that the town’s ugliness stems not from crude industrialization or highbrow 
aesthetics, but from materialism of the town’s inhabitants.  “Carol’s small town,” the narrator 
confides, “thinks not in hoss-swapping but in cheap motor cars, telephones, ready-made clothes, 
silos, alfalfa, kodaks, phonographs, leather-upholstered Morris chairs, bridge-prizes, oil-stocks, 
motion-pictures, land-deals, unread sets of Mark Twain, and a chaste version of national politics” 
(239).   
As Carol lives against this “unimaginably standardized background,” she seeks to analyze 
“the surface ugliness of the Gopher Prairies” (240, 242).  She concludes that it is “universal 
similarity” that has precipitated the growth of ugliness in the town and across America: 
Nine-tenths of the American towns are so alike that it is the completest boredom 
to wander from one to another.  Always, west of Pittsburgh, and often, east of it, 
there is the same lumber yard, the same railroad station, the same Ford garage, the 
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same creamery, the same box-like houses and two-story shops.  The new, more 
conscious houses are alike in their very attempts at diversity:  the same 
bungalows, the same square houses of stucco or tapestry brick.  The shops show 
the same standardized nationality advertised wares:  the newspapers of sections 
three thousand miles apart have the same ‘syndicated features’; the boy in 
Arkansas displays just such a flamboyant ready-made suit as is found on just such 
a boy in Delaware, both of them iterate the same slang phrases from the same 
sporting-pages, and if one of them is in college and the other is a barber, no one 
may surmise which is which. (242, 243) 
Here Lewis echoes Frederick Lewis Allen’s observation that girls from New Hampshire and 
Wyoming don the same fashions as those in New York; moreover, he condemns this social 
phenomenon, arguing against the ugliness of American standardization—or, more precisely, the 
standardization of American ugliness. 
Meanwhile in Babbitt (1922), George Babbitt endures a similar normativity of life in 
Zenith, a town much like Gopher Prairie in that it encourages conformity of mind, opinion, and 
physical beauty.  Babbitt’s house, for instance, boats no individuating characteristics:  it merely 
conforms to the rest of the homes in his neighborhood.  Outfitted with the predictable furnishings 
of middle-class taste, Babbitt’s bedroom is “a masterpiece among bedrooms, right out of 
Cheerful Modern Houses for Medium Incomes” (13).  The rest of his house is similarly furnished 
with impersonal products of home decoration.  The living room contains a davenport, cabinet 
Victrola, and various imitation decorative prints that could easily be found in the living rooms of 
any number of Zenith residents:  “Though there was nothing in the room that was interesting, 
there was nothing that was offensive.  It was as neat, and as negative, as a block of artificial ice” 
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(76-77).  Babbitt’s mind is as standardized as his house, blending in with those around him.  
Seemingly devoid of any individuating characteristics, Babbitt defines himself by the clubs he 
joins and the products he buys:  “These standard advertised wares—toothpastes, socks, tires, 
cameras, instantaneous hot-water heaters—were his symbols and proofs of excellence; at first the 
signs, then the substitutes, for joy and passion and wisdom” (79).  The only person who seems to 
mind the suffocating standardization of Zenith and its inhabitants is a minor character, histologist 
Dr. Kurt Yavitch, who gloomily protests, “‘I hate your big city.  It has standardized all the 
beauty out of life’” (83). 
 A similar concern over the potential malice of standardization echoes in an argument 
about education that played out over several weeks in various letters to the editor in the New 
York Times.  It began with a letter in 1923 by Dr. Charles W. Eliot, President Emeritus of 
Harvard, which declared that standardization “has already gone too far” (“Blight of 
Standardization” 12).  “Fixed standards in labor, in study, in modes of family life or of 
community life,” Eliot continued, “are downright enemies of progress for the body, mind, and 
soul of man” (12).  Another reader agreed, writing that through standardization of education and 
labor, man “has become a marketable commodity” (L. M. S. 8).  This battle still raged six years 
later when Dr. Herbert A. Miller, professor at Ohio State University, cautioned against the 
uniformity of culture, particularly as it pertains to Jewish life in America:  “There is nothing 
more important for the promotion of progress than to escape standardization.  I can think of 
nothing worse than to have one religion, one political system, one canon of art, and yet every 
group struggles to bring the others to its standard” (“Dr. Miller” 16).  Exposing the danger of 
cultural assimilation, Miller warns, “The resistance of the Jews [to standardization], fortunately, 
is very strong, but it will not last forever” (16). 
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As fear rose across the country, in both popular culture and in elite circles of critics, that 
standardization dominated national life, it also arose outside the U.S. in countries that modeled 
themselves on the principles of American industry.  As a “menace,” one article claimed, 
American standardization acted as a kind of cultural imperialism that would soon conform the 
entire globe to the same clothing guidelines, work habits, and tastes (“New Book” 16).  Some 
countries, such as Austria, seemed open to but wary of American methods of standardization to 
secure lower costs and improve productivity.  “A campaign has now started to Americanize 
Austrian industry and commerce as far as local conditions will allow,” the New York Times 
announced in November 1926:  shunning the fact that “150 types of water glasses are now made 
in Austria,” Dr. Karl Wessely, Director of the Austrian Trade Museum, “urged popularization 
here of the American system of instalment payments, and educational propaganda to break down 
the resistance of Austrian consumers to standardized articles” (“Try to Americanize” 4).  
Operating under the American System, Wessely argued, would lower the cost of production in 
Austrian industry, thus decreasing their deficit and bringing the nation into modern times.  
The spread of the American System into Europe, though, was not confined to economical 
and industrial sectors:  it also included aspects of national culture such as language.  By early 
1930, Russia had assimilated many American words into their everyday speech—not 
coincidentally, these words related to standardization.  “‘Fordism’ and ‘fordizatzia’ lead the list,” 
the New York Times reported:  “They signify efficiency, standardization of labor and mass 
production, not as practiced by Ford for his own enrichment, but denoting the use of general 
American production methods for the good of the Red republic” (Parry 133).  Another word, 
“amerikanizatzia,” was “particularly popular in Russia in 1923 and 1924” and means “striving 
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toward American efficiency and time saving” (133).11  “The Americanization of the Russian 
tongue set in seriously with the year 1921,” the NYT article continues, “when the anti-Soviet 
blockade was finally lifted and the Russian people, emerging once more to intercourses with the 
West, beheld America the new dominant force of the world” (133).  As communication and 
contact increased between the two nations, Russia turned to “the native translators of a wide 
range of American authors, from Upton Sinclair to Fanny [sic] Hurst and Theodore Dreiser to 
James Oliver Curwood” (133).  Russia may have welcomed American words, novels, and 
principles of mass production, but other countries remained skeptical. 
French author Georges Duhamel, for instance, took a different view on what was 
happening in Russia and warned that Americans, like Russians, were drowning their “individual 
aspirations, feelings and desires under ‘a tidal wave’ of mass standardization” (“New Book” 16).  
An illustration accompanying a 1928 NYT article, “Fordization Speeds Europe’s Industry,” 
depicts the spread of American industrial standardization as frighteningly dystopic.  While the 
caption optimistically reads, “The Spirit of America Abroad:  ‘You Can Find as Perfect a 
Moving Chain of Production Under the Shadow of the Eiffel Tower as You Can on the Banks of 
the River Rouge in Detroit’” (Clark 80), the image itself appears menacing:  the workers are 
depicted as exact copies of one another; an ominous and threatening figure on the right surveys 
the scene, maintaining order; and one expects Charlie Chaplin himself—somewhat 
anachronistically—to wriggle through the industrial gears in the upper-left-hand corner.  On the 
whole, this scene visualizes standardization as a process to fear, something that makes modern 
life repetitive and monotonous.  It defies the optimism Vizetelly’s alphabet and the new traffic 
                                                
11 Other words include “bootleggeri,” “‘foxtrotirovat” (to foxtrot), ‘charlstonit’ (to indulge in the 
Charleston), ‘blek-bottom’ and ‘djazz-band’” (133). 
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signals offered; or at the least, it illustrates the price modern society has to pay for implementing 
systems that regulate and standardize everyday living. 
Defenders of standardization scoffed at such alarmist rhetoric.  Albert W. Whitney, 
Associate General Manager and Actuary, National Bureau of Casualty and Surety Underwriters 
(as well as Chairman of the American Engineering Standards Committee), acknowledged in The 
Place of Standardization in Modern Life (1924) that “It is not uncommon nowadays to see 
articles and editorials and letters in the public press deploring the state of uniform mediocrity 
that standardization will produce if allowed to have its way; this may even be considered to be a 
standard objection to standardization; in fact, with fine irony, a syndicated editorial on the evils 
of standardization has recently appeared in papers throughout the country” (1).  Despite these 
charges, Whitney defends standardization as a “liberator rather than conservator” (4).  Whitney 
was also one of the defenders of standardization to respond to Dr. Charles Eliot in a letter to the 
editor of the NYT.  In it he assures readers that “Standardization can be used safely just as high-
tension electricity can be used safely”: 
an overwhelming proportion of the standardization work that is being done today 
has the highest social value:  it is at the very root of the task of making a better 
and safer and more interesting and generally more worth-while world-safer steel 
rails and bridges and buildings, better traffic regulation, better health, better 
opportunities for recreation and education, less poverty, more leisure, more art, 
more freedom in religion. (“Faults and Virtues” 10) 
Hoover, too, felt the need to defend his efforts to homogenize American culture:  the “man who 
has a standard automobile, a standard telephone, a standard bathtub, a standard electric light, a 
standard radio, and one and one-half hours less average daily labor,” he claimed, “is more of a 
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man and has a fuller life and more individuality than he has without them” (qtd. in Leuchtenburg 
56).  And in response to criticism from Sherwood Anderson, Hoover lauded convenience and 
affordability over aesthetics:  “When I go to ride in an automobile, it does not matter to me that 
there are a million other automobiles on the road just like mine.  I am going somewhere and I 
want to get there in what comfort I can and at the lowest cost” (qtd. in Leuchtenburg 56).12  
Others downplayed this standardization fearmongering by dismissing there was a threat to begin 
with:  in an article for Harper’s, Duncan Aikman assured readers that “the standardization 
menace may for the present be laughed into the limbo of ancient perils along with its 
predecessor, the Masonic and the white-slavery menaces” (514).  Whether or not standardization 
proved to be such a dangerous threat, its visibility in American culture nevertheless incited a 
debate about the proper “philosophy of normalcy” the country should follow in these interwar 
years.  In the end, Americans seemed split:  on the one hand, they craved comfort, security, and 
predictability; on the other, they struggled to keep from drowning in “a tidal wave of 
conformity.”   
 
 
                                                
12 Years later, as Hoover was winding down his term as president in 1933, he reflected on the 
consequences standardization had on America, particularly its role in the onset of the Great 
Depression.  “The trouble with standardization,” a feature for the NYT reported, “was not that it 
was universal, but that it was not.  Here was the great question mark.  The American system 
worked better than any other, but that it worked far from perfectly was never more visible than at 
the peak of prosperity. . . . Evidently the system was [come 1929] out of balance and had 
inadequate safe-guards” (McCormick 19). 
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Fannie Hurst’s Philosophy of Normalcy  
 Lummox depicts a similar “tidal wave of conformity” in the homes of Bertha’s 
employers—so much so that at times it’s difficult to keep the families straight—they all blend 
together.  Like many of her peers, Hurst observed this degradation of American culture; yet 
unlike other intellectuals and observers, she attributed it not to conformity per se, but to the 
conformity of the wrong values.  That is, the problem was not standardization in and of itself, but 
the standardization of materialism.  In a 1926 interview, Hurst praised America for being 
“Olympian with the great gift of vitality,” but noted that “it is impossible to close eyes to the fact 
that this vitality is concentrating itself upon false gods.  The gods of materialism” (“Best 
American” 3).  “The industrial and economic aspects of America have given her world 
supremacy,” she continues: 
But as a people what do we know of the secret inner beauties of the spirit and the 
imagination?  How laggingly we have ventured into any sort of national mood 
that could lead us into the quiet chambers of spiritual and intellectual beauties. 
Is all our vitality pouring outward—into our mills, our banks, or mines, 
our factories? 
   What about the immaterial aspects of our nation life. 
   They matter the most! (3) 
Embracing intangible “secret inner beauties,” and “quiet chambers,” Hurst here advocates the 
standardization of a different norm for the nation.  Hurst’s heroine, Bertha, does exactly this:  she 
models the “immaterial aspects of our national life”—“the secret inner beauties of the spirit and 
the imagination”—for her novel’s readers.  She rejects the goods (or “gods”) of consumer 
culture, thereby cultivating a different kind of standard for the middle class.  Rather than 
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promote the fashionable flapper as a model for middle-class femininity—as so many writers did 
during this era—Hurst uses Bertha to advance a new aesthetic of the ugly girl:  a figure whose 
inner beauty trumps that of her outer appearance yet who nevertheless proves to be the model 
subject of the American System. 
As the story of a domestic servant in New York City, Lummox shed light on the brutal 
living and working conditions of one of the city’s most destitute yet unknown demographics.  
After her gruesome birth and rough up bringing on the waterfront by the owner of a sailors’ 
lodging house, Bertha begins work at the Farley home in Gramercy Park.  Here she is raped by 
the son, Rollo, an aesthete whose epic poem, The Cathedral Under the Sea, Bertha’s “body 
bigness” inspires (10).  Bertha flees the Farley home and works odd jobs until she gives birth to a 
baby boy and reluctantly gives him away for adoption.  Bertha then moves from the Musliners—
a young groom and his skittish wife who refuses her “brown” husband (80)—to the 
Wallensteins, another married couple torn apart by familial fighting, and finally to the eccentric 
Mathilde Oessetrich and her three daughters.  In between, Bertha finds time to care for still 
others around her:  Annie (the sailor house madam), Chita (a young and troubled girl boarding at 
Annie’s), and Helga (Bertha’s only friend, the feisty domestic servant turned prostitute who 
eventually dies of pneumonia).  The novel ends when Bertha finds happiness and a home of her 
own with the widowed baker, Meyerbogen, and his four small children.  The final pages of the 
book depict Bertha amid the “tawny smell of the bread” and the “treble shrilling of the 
children”—a blissful domestic scene that finally provides Bertha “Gladness here with 
dimension” (329). 
 In each of the households, Bertha experiences the isolating and alienating effects of 
American materialism:  each family enjoys and cultivates physical comfort, but severely lacks 
   185 
the richness of emotional intimacy.  The Farleys, for one, possess “Candelight bending and 
bowing into crystal and silver.  Calla lilies.  Mrs. Farley’s harp, a curve of gold beside the 
buffet,” but not familial intimacy, interacting with one another—at most—over games of euchre 
and glasses of expensive wine (8).  The Musliner’s household—a young newlyweds’ nest—is 
similarly brimming with the shiny and expensive objects of conspicuous consumption that the 
Farley household boasts:  there are “new woodwork and pale paneled walls.  An oval drawing-
room in the fragile mood of Fragonard.  Dining room in marquetry and the panel above the 
mantelpiece another bow to Fragonard.  A pair of solid gold Adam urns.  Grapes in December.  
Crystal chandeliers tittering with light” (60).  As rich as their home is, however, the passion 
between the young couple is lacking:  Mrs. Musliner, Bertha notes, “had a way of evading [her 
husband’s] wetted lips,” and seems more interested in “A Young Fellow who dined frequently at 
the house” than her betrothed (63, 66).  Bertha’s time at the Musliner’s is cut short by the young 
bride’s nervous breakdown, a sad omen for the remainder of her unhappily married life.  Yet an 
older married couple, the Wallensteins, fare no better:  despite a luxurious home, decorated with 
“Velour hangings” that overlooks Central Park, the couple bicker over the husband’s elderly 
live-in mother, making for an unstable and unhappy home (90).  Just as the Farleys and 
Musliners had, the Wallensteins demonstrate for Bertha the emotional poverty of well-to-do 
homes.  Dripping with excess, these homes violate the streamlined domesticity of the American 
System:  the harps and crystal bowls, solid gold urns and velour hangings bring to mind a 
diseased decadence, not the orderly principles of scientific rationalism and bureaucratic 
management during the modern era.  These families may live according to a set of standards, the 
novel suggests, but they are harmful, materialistic ones. 
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Bertha observes this falling way of American standards most brutally with the 
Oessetriches.  Early in her tenure at the household, Mrs. Oessetrich accuses Bertha of stealing 
various expensive items from her daughters.  Although Bertha is innocent (her friend Helga stole 
them), Mrs. Oessetrich refuses to listen to reason:  “You stupid, luxury-loving girl,” she 
explodes:  “You of all people!  A great coarse peasant girl who seemed utterly impervious to 
creature things” (285).  Before throwing her out of the house, she demands that Bertha relinquish 
a book—The Cathedral Under the Sea—because Bertha is “not fit to touch it” (287).  In her 
outburst, Mrs. Oessetrich overlooks the hypocrisy of her accusation:  the expensive goods belong 
to her very own “luxury-loving” daughters from whom Bertha supposedly stole.  Bertha is 
indeed “only” a “coarse peasant girl who” is “impervious to creature things”—this is entirely 
Hurst’s point.  Bertha does not share Mrs. Oessetrich’s materialistic values.   
Bertha ends up taking the book (it’s hers anyway) because it’s one of the few objects she 
values, not for its cultural capital, but for the emotional connection she has to it:  written by 
Rollo, the poet of the Farley family that Bertha falls in love with, the poem signifies her ability 
(she thinks) to connect with another human being, as well as this person’s ability to see past her 
physical ugliness to her inner beauty.  Although Rollo rapes her, he maintains an emotional hold 
over Bertha, dictating her worth in her eyes.  For Bertha, then, “The book was not a thing.  It was 
a dear hurt heart lying forbidden there on the table.  It throbbed, when you held it up against your 
cheek.  It grew warm with the tears, the hot searing tears of degradation that flowed out finally 
into that calm wide sense of ocean” (288).  Unlike Mrs. Oessetrich—who mocks the poem as 
“Free-and-easy-verse” only pages earlier and takes stock in its cultural prestige (232)—Bertha 
values it for its emotional work:  its ability to make her feel connected to a larger world of 
human experience, love, and pain.  In this way Bertha finds a use for the book:  it allows her to 
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empathize with the emotions of others and to understand her own.  As she uses the book to 
soothe her “tears of degradation,” Bertha exemplifies the character and emotional life Hurst 
wants her middle-class readers to model.  She thus standardizes a different set of emotions for 
the middle-class:  rather than greed and desire, Bertha demonstrates compassion and self-
effacement. 
In different ways, all the families Bertha works for induce the kind of vulgar materialism 
that Hurst detested.  Because they indulge in the excesses of luxury and refinement—outside of 
(yet a product of) the standards of the highly regimented American System—these families 
remain complicit in an emotionless U.S. consumerism.  Their unsightly, unregulated 
consumption even manifests itself physically:  the wealthy Mrs. Schlegel arrives to a dinner 
hosted by Mrs. Oessetrich and her daughters, wearing “a diamond necklace entirely concealed by 
the fold of fat at her neck” (222).  Here Hurst’s aesthetic and social critique takes perfect form in 
the folds of Mrs. Schlegel’s excess flesh:  this is the grotesque materialism of the bourgeois.  
Bertha may not have the luxuries of her wealthy employers, but, unlike Mrs. Oessetrich, she does 
have a sense of human interconnectedness that transcends modern materialism.   
This good taste—based on the simplified and streamlined principles of the American 
System—then, eventually leads Bertha to the Meyerbogen family, and, in turn, Hurst’s readers to 
a new “philosophy of normalcy” that expunges the surplus of U.S. materialism.  While 
wandering around the outskirts of New York City looking for work, Bertha discovers a 
“dilapidated little packing case of a building, with a brood of dirty children wallowing in the 
back yard and a weedy truck garden that had somehow been eked out of the clay” (313).  
Meyerbogen himself mirrors Bertha’s own large, white aesthetic:  he appears “enormous” 
through “a fog of flour,” dressed in white from head to foot (313).  Suffering from heatstroke and 
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the “slashing blades of hunger,” Bertha finds material and emotional nourishment with the 
widow Meyerbogen, his four children, and their dingy home (315).  The Meyerbogen children, 
like Bertha, are dirty, physically non-normative (one has a leg brace), yet warm and kind.  
Jimmie, one of the youngest, particularly charms Bertha with his mischievousness, while Petey 
makes Bertha’s “heart catch on its beat” (328) by drawing a family portrait that includes her 
bulky likeness.  Here Bertha finds a home that provides a deep emotional life rather than 
superficial materialism; she may not be surrounded by the luxuries of the ostentatious Oessetrich 
household, but she does have “Family.  A snug kind of a word.  Like a new reefer that buttoned 
you up in the front.  Only the buttons this time were Chimmie’s eyes.  Family.  A snug kind of a 
word” (326).   
 The serenity that Bertha finds with the Meyerbogen family provides a renewed standard 
for middlebrow life and literature.  Rather than the consumer-driven lifestyles of the characters 
depicted in the novels of Sinclair Lewis, Hurst advocates a simpler living steeped in the peasant 
aesthetic and values of the Meyerbogens.  “Dilapidated” and “dirty,” Bertha soon sets about to 
cleaning and organizing the family home as Meyerbogen initially hires her as a domestic worker.  
“It was hard to know where to begin,” Bertha realizes, taking in the domestic disorder (320).  
“By late afternoon,” though, “the beds were at least fresh and made and the dishes washed and a 
clean red cloth laid out on the table.  Four hours of hoisting, scrubbing, straightening, that had 
scarcely made their dent” (321).  Despite her exhaustion, Bertha is drawn to this messy family:  
“She wanted to stay for supper.  She wanted to putter over the stove with Essie. . . . It was 
pleasant there in that room with the new red tablecloth.  The late sun slanted in through the 
screen and one step down led right out into the weed-ridden kitchen garden with the thin leafage 
of the peas stuck on sticks against the pinkening sky” (322).  Bertha and the baker Meyerbogen 
Figure 3:  Drawing from Lummox 
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soon work out a live-in arrangement, Bertha getting paid monthly, but the novel hints that their 
relationship will soon develop:  “It ain’t easy to find such a woman like you,” he tells Bertha:  
“The children, they like you.  There is dot something about you—they know it always first.  
Children do. . . . I need a woman.  You.  We would treat you like one of the family” (326).  And 
so Bertha stays, happy finally to have found a real home: 
To sit there in the wide, westering light, with the flat, eager faces of the toes down 
tasting earth, the good earth, peasantly.  Breathers.  Suckers in of the little 
vibratory messages. 
 Gladness here with dimension.  The treble shrilling of the children.  Pretty 
leafage of peas up a stick.  Clank.  Clank.  Chimmie must be awake.  Meyerbogen 
disappearing around the house with a sack of flour on his back.  The tawny smell 
of the bread . . . . (329) 
Rather than the harps and crystal bowls, solid gold urns and velour hangings of her previous 
households, the Meyerbogen home mimics the same peasant values that Bertha embodies.  She’s 
right at home. 
This new standard of middle-class domesticity in turn depends upon Bertha’s ugliness, 
her deviance from a corrupted norm of the 1920s that values the excesses of the American 
System.  Bertha’s “negative beauty”—a “beauty to be eked out of ugliness” that Hurst introduces 
in a 1924 Washington Post article (2)—promises a new, albeit nostalgic, set of values (and 
aesthetics) for the middle class based on a romantic primitivism of the peasant figure.  In 
“Ugliness,” Hurst appeals to readers to acknowledge the ugliness surrounding them and to use it 
for artistic inspiration.  Hurst’s article reads like a modern advertisement:  she fashions her 
rhetoric to mimic a spokeswoman trying to sell ugliness to the American people.  “How immune 
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are you to UGLINESS?” she queries:  “How many signboards, unpainted barns, unsightly 
tenements, back alleys, starved cats, dirty street cars, empty lots, mudholes, unkept yards, trash 
barrels, garbage pails, ash-pits, smoke-belching factories and gaping car barns do you pass every 
day?” (2).  Alluding to both rural and urban ugliness, Hurst focuses primarily on industrial and 
environmental sources of filth and waste.  An illustration accompanying the article depicts a 
scenic American landscape decimated by the pock marks of industry (car tires, empty cans) and 
commercialism (billboards and advertisements).  For Hurst, ugliness is ubiquitous in America.  
No one can escape its presence as it invades all our senses:  “We stamp our daily lives with 
countless evidences of UGLINESS.  NOISE.  BANG.  GRIND OF WHEELS over cobblestones.  
Terrifying clatter of downtown streets.  Unsightly factory sites” (2).  As a result of this ugliness 
that infects every corner of the country like a cancer, Americans find themselves living like 
Bertha, “our daily lives surrounded by discord,” with no way out (2). 
Hurst finds specifically modern ugliness dangerous because it threatens American 
character; all the more reason, then, to conform the middle class to the efficient, precise, and 
orderly principles of scientific rationalism and bureaucratic management.  While the “ITALIAN 
coming out of the black squalor of his hut, SINGS HIS WAY TO WORK,” Hurst explains, the 
American tenement-dweller emerges with a “GRIM, SILENT FACE.”  Instead of behaving like this 
picturesque peasant foreigner who remains unaffected in the face of his “black squalor,” 
Americans are affected both physically and mentally by the ugliness surrounding them.  Indeed, 
they have come to mirror the state of their industrial, modernized environment:  “Your Face 
reflects it,” Hurst insists, “For we are a nation of TIRED FACES.  We are GRIM and SILENT.  We 
DON’T SING at our work.”  Consequently, this physical unsightliness changes the national temper:  
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“To what extent do the externals of our national life help to mold our faces into grimness?” she 
rhetorically asks.  To every extent, she answers: 
With our consciousness we do not seem to be a nation SENSITIVE TO UGLINESS, 
otherwise we could not endure the kind of effacement our industrialism has 
foisted on our landscapes, city-scapes and seascapes.  But the fact remains that no 
human being is immune from his environment and surely and insidiously and 
inevitably the aspects of surface ugliness of this country of ours are having their 
effects upon our national consciousness.  (2) 
Ugliness reduces Americans to the ugly victims of materialism, consumerism, and 
industrialization.  Moreover, this process standardizes the nation, “effacing” multiple “-scapes” 
into one blanket of “surface ugliness.” 
 Unlike her contemporaries who advocated legislature, civic groups, and beautification 
campaigns to eradicate ugliness in America, Hurst suggests embracing this modern phenomenon 
as a national aesthetic.  “Our national art, our music, painting, sculpture, literature, must read 
what grim beauty there is into the lurid firelit efficiency of steel mill at night,” she insists:  “We 
write our novels, poems, paint pictures, sculpt figures and compose music in terms of this 
magnificent ugliness and into it we read a CERTAIN GRIM BEAUTY” (2).  Hurst advocates using 
ugliness to go beyond what Hemingway and other artists considered fidelity to experience; when 
Hemingway depicted ugliness, it was in the service of realism, a reality not to be emulated.  For 
Hurst, however, ugliness becomes a way to resist the glittering consumerism and materialism of 
the bloated middle class.  “Negative beauty,” she calls it:  “The beauty to be eked out of ugliness. 
. . . The grim beauty of industrialism.  It is not the beauty that sends the Italian work man to his 
job with a song on his lips and in his heart.  It is not the beauty of flower, of pillar and of sunset.  
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It is not the tranquil beauty that rests the eye and the heart and the soul.  Our national beauty 
seems to have resolved itself into the ‘terrificness’ of steel bridge, smokestack, sky-scraper” (2).  
Hurst wants to reinvent the idea of American beauty for readers and for artists; moreover, she 
believes that in doing so we can probe the American collective consciousness more accurately:  
“The sooner we realize that we are the most terrific nation in the world,” she writes, “the sooner 
we are going to understand why OUR FACES ARE TIRED” (2).  In other words, we must use 
ugliness to discover why, as a nation, we have become susceptible to it. 
As a throwback that models this aesthetic, then, Bertha is not seduced by the traditional 
American Dream:  the attainment of social status and wealth.  Instead, she eschews the lifestyle 
of her employers, relinquishing the obsessive consumerism that she watched tear families apart.  
Certainly, Bertha is ugly:  she is large, awkward, and unfeminine, refusing (or unable) to buy 
into the bourgeoning beauty industry.  Throughout the novel she is described as a “great 
unresponsive hunky sort of girl” (6), a “hunk” (32), and a “Rock of Gibraltar” (253)—
descriptions that match Petey’s drawing of her.  She wears “man-size” flannels with “great 
ribbings at the wrists and ankles” (24-25), and “man-size underwear” (42).  Although at one time 
intoxicated by Bertha’s odd aesthetic (and lots of wine), Rollo eventually sees Bertha as “A great 
white cow.  Uddery.  Incredible. . . . Gad, what a mouth, like a catfish gagging on the hook” (36).  
Bertha’s ugliness, as prominent as it is, however, is not grotesque or devious, as eugenicist and 
nativist rhetoric of the decade would have us believe.   
Instead, Hurst colors Bertha’s ugliness with the lost aesthetic of Old World peasantry.  
“There was a look of steerage about Bertha,” the narrator tells us, “who had never tasted the sea 
except from Front Street.  A bit of Old World flotsam flung into New World jetsam and drifting 
along into fantastic amalgam” (43).  Because of her New and Old amalgamation, Bertha at times 
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seems out of place in the twentieth century, adrift on the flotsam and jetsam floating between 
two centuries.  When she first arrives to the Farley household, for instance, she does not wear 
shoes:  “She could almost breathe in with her feet.  She liked to feel their bareness pat at the old 
cheek of earth.  All the big-footed and barefooted women out of her Baltic and Teutonic 
hinterlands rebelled against Bertha’s shoes.  They have her bunions.  Bulbs that projected off her 
foot like a nose, giving the shoe, after one day’s wearing, the profile of a mean old man” (4-5).  
Bertha’s lack of refinement repulses Mrs. Farley—incidentally, a volunteer at the “Tenement 
Hygienic Committee of the Human Welfare League”—who warns, “don’t ever let me find you 
barefoot in the kitchen again.  It’s disgusting” (5).   
 Mrs. Farley’s standards of bourgeois taste notwithstanding, all the other characters in the 
novel are attracted to Bertha’s rustic nature:  they sense something warm and safe, even 
protective, in her hunkiness.  When she dances for the Musliners, for instance, the guests cheer 
her on:  “Sing, peasant, sing and swing the grinning scythe!  Sing of the strong fertilizing soil 
and the dung heaps that steam and the crones that are wise with old lore and the women who 
love, and who bear, and who weep, and the wide-legged men with the necks like tree boles.  
Sing—Yeow—of meat and of soil and of strength and of love—sing Yeow!” (74).  The pastoral 
romance of such descriptions—her association with the earth, nature, and the harvest—makes 
Bertha’s physical difference unthreatening, comforting, real:  an alternative to the shallow 
refinement of her wealthy employers.  The dingy and unglamorous aesthetic of “strong fertilizing 
soil and dung heaps” connects Bertha to the earth and to those around her by rejecting the man-
made excesses of an American System out of control. 
Although linked to the earth, Bertha is grounded in the realities of immigrant life in urban 
America.  Hurst worked hard to achieve the verisimilitude of detail in Lummox:  she been 
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researching Bertha since her teenage years.  Hurst was fascinated by the underclass and at an 
early age, and begged her father to let her work a series of odd jobs to experience manual labor.  
She finally convinced her father to allow her to work in his shoe factory in St. Louis, the 
Standard Heel and Counter Company, after she graduated high school.  Here she pasted various 
layers of men’s shoes together with “a foul-smelling concoction which smeared you until you 
acquired the knack” (Anatomy 116).  Because most of the other women were immigrants who 
did not speak English, Hurst remained isolated from them.  Hurst quit after two weeks, “sadder 
and smellier” (117).  “All in all,” Hurst later remembered, “my foray added up to an aching spine 
from the long confining hours, glue-smelling hair, and a new and shocked awareness of low 
wages in a dust-filled loft of dirty windows, wretched plumbing, the girls usually returning to 
homes as squalid and deprived as their working quarters” (116).  In New York, Hurst “again 
decided to go out after first-hand experiences” and worked as a waitress at Child’s Restaurant in 
midtown as well as at the ribbon counter of Hearns Department Store on Fourteenth Street (176, 
179).  Though Hurst conceded that her “Dickensian idea of inhaling plots and characters from” 
these experiences “did not exactly pay off,” she remained on the lookout for inspiration (180).  
She found it in the streets and back alleys of the city where she investigated “another, less 
heralded, phase of life going on below Fourteenth Street” rather than the speakeasies of the Lost 
Generation (Anatomy 236).  Frequently wandering the streets of the Lower East Side, Hurst even 
visited a women’s night court that was only a block away from her apartment.  These 
meanderings soon led to inspiration.  “One day, while Lummox was only a faint prick against my 
mind,” Hurst recalls: 
I wandered into a dark basement on very east Fourteenth Street where two 
women, obviously Slavic, sat in the open door-way around a large carton filled 
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with buttons of multifarious shapes and colours.  Picked up by the handful, they 
were just a mass.  But selected separately, each one claimed its identity. . . . It was 
out of this milling world of people with no faces in particular, no identity in 
particular, that my Lummox began to take heavy shape.  She became the 
scrubwoman standing in a rain-sheltering doorway, waiting for a bus after a 
nightlong of swabbing up the million footprints in an office building.  She became 
the woman with widespread knees and sagging breasts on a tenement porch.  She 
became a composite of many soils, of many climates, of many lineages. (Anatomy 
276) 
Indeed, as a “composite,” Bertha takes form as an amalgamation of the bodies, shapes, 
and nationalities Hurst witnessed on the Lower East Side.  Throughout the novel, Bertha’s 
lineage and nationality remain a mystery to those around her:  no one can quite categorize her.  
More than one character wonders, “‘What is she, anyway?  A Pole or a Swede?  Sort of a Sacred 
Cow from the look of her’”:  “Aint’s you a Finn or something?” another character inquires, “You 
look as foreign to me as a samovar” (205, 88).  Although born in America, Bertha displays 
“foreign streaks” of the Old World (88).  From page one of the novel, she is associated with 
European peasantry:  
Nobody quite knew just what Baltic bloods flowed in sullen and alien 
rivers through Bertha’s veins—or cared, might be added.  Bertha, least of all. 
She was five feet, nine and a half, of flat-breasted bigness and her cheek-
bones were pitched like Norn’s.  Little tents.  There must have been a good 
smattering of Scandinavian and even a wide streak of western Teutonic.  Slav, 
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too.  Because unaccountably she found herself knowing the Polish anthem.  
Recognized it with her heart as it rattled out of a hurdy-gurdy. (1) 
This mysterious lineage allows Bertha to be an immigrant “everywoman”; it also connects her to 
the Old World peasant ugliness that Edward A. Ross feared at the turn of the century.  Bertha’s 
mixed European heritage is key to her ugliness because it links her to an earlier era.  She thus 
offers an alternative to the grim, tired effects of the modern world’s industrialization and 
materialism.  Unlike the “ugly immigrant” of Sinclair’s epic story, Bertha does not repel.  The 
kind of immigrant ugliness Hurst advocates as a model for middlebrow America is the same 
form of human difference rejected by Americans in The Jungle:  peasant, foreign, and Old 
World—the antithesis of modernity.  Sinclair wanted to cure the unsightly difference of 
immigrant workers with bourgeois standards of living, but Hurst considers their rustic simplicity 
a panacea to the materialism of the American System.  Instead, she would have us return to 
Sinclair’s rejected, poor, disfigured, immigrant to cultivate a new standard of taste in 
middlebrow culture.  
Indeed, Bertha’s unattractiveness flies in the face of contemporaneous standardized 
aesthetics, placing her outside the model of beauty and femininity so regulated throughout the 
1920s.  In particular, Bertha’s antimodernity violates the major feminine aesthetic of the day:  
the flapper.  As a large, round, bulky, and unfeminine figure, Bertha resembles the matronly 
aesthetic of the nineteenth century more so than the flapper who rebels against this outdated 
femininity.  Unlike Bertha’s friend and coworker, Helga, who embraces the fashions of the new 
woman, Bertha shuns the flapper’s materialism.  The two women seem to be from different eras 
entirely:  Bertha wears men’s underwear while “Helga, who had actually come over in a ship 
little larger than a trawl, bareheaded, shawled, and with a bundle of strange foods wrapped in a 
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Swedish newspaper, now wore high heels, half-silk stockings, and a small hat so American that it 
completely obliterated one eye” (43).  The eradication of immigrant life by American 
materialism and standardization appeared throughout literature of the 1920s, including Lewis’s 
Main Street, and Willa Cather’s O Pioneers! (1913) and My Ántonia (1918).  Although many 
celebrated (and demanded) the Americanization of immigrants, others diagnosed this erasure of 
varying ethnic cultures as a symptom of the U.S.’s increasingly standardized nature.  The new 
woman’s reliance on the material effects of flapper fashion threatened not just individualism in 
mainstream American culture, but also, and even more so, in immigrant populations.   
Hurst repudiated the flapper as symbol of everything wrong with an American System in 
overdrive.  Helga, Bertha’s friend, the domestic servant, and prostitute who embraces flapper 
culture, dies an ugly death as a direct result of her selfish and shallow materialism.  One day 
while cleaning the Oessetrich house, Helga falls over in excruciating pain; she is soon rushed to 
a hospital and operated on for appendicitis.  As Helga rests in the hospital ward, her recovery 
seems optimistic:  “Two days after the operation her cheeks began to pinken” (257).  She even 
enjoys the beautiful charity of the local flower mission after receiving “altar flowers” that “a 
bride has sent her . . . to be distributed in the hospital” (257).  As a favor, she asks Bertha to 
retrieve the items she stole from the Oessetrich daughters so that she can impress a man, Barney, 
coming to visit her.  Although Bertha initially resists handling Helga’s expensive loot, she cannot 
turn away the requests of her sickly friend:   
There was nothing to do but to lift out the filmy white crêpe gown with the rill of 
French Valenciennes, and slide it on to Helga.  She came up out of it like a 
flower, her neck and arms suddenly lovely under the shy mesh of the lace.  There 
was another gown just as sheer in the box and oddments and ends of ribbon and 
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trinkety bits of jewelry, and the nurse helped, too, and tied a bandeau of ribbon on 
Helga’s hair and fluffed up the pillows and finally there was something very doll-
like about her as she lay back tiredly. (261)   
Despite her sudden and accelerating fatigue, Helga insists, “Dig down in that corner of the box 
there, Bertha . . . there’s a little rose quartz pin will look sweet on this lace.  If there’s one thing I 
love it’s rose quartz, it’s the color of a girl’s cheeks” (261).13  Hurst spends several pages here 
detailing Helga’s expensive taste and superficial materialism, which cannot bode well for 
Bertha’s friend. 
Later that day, everything changes.  Bertha goes back to Helga’s hospital room after 
giving her some time to visit with Barney, but returns to a much different scene from earlier in 
the day:  “Something had happened.  The screen stood huddled closely about the cot.  A white 
interne came out with a tank.  Oxygen.  An electric bulb on a flexible stand was bent away from 
                                                
13 This spectacle of pulling luxurious, silken clothing from boxes foreshadows a famous scene of 
American materialism in The Great Gatsby (1925).  The sight of Gatsby’s elegant shirts “piled 
like bricks,” induces both amazement and consternation in Nick Carraway while Daisy sobs with 
glee (97).  Nick’s detached narration—his failure to participate in the gross spectacle of 
consumerism—directs the reader to question such ostentatious display of wealth and to wonder 
if, in the end, these “shirts with stripes and scrolls and plaids in coral and apple green and 
lavender and faint orange with monograms of Indian blue” can indeed be beautiful if they 
represent nothing but the desperate attempt of a man to win back the woman he loves (97-98).  
Indeed, in their colorful splendor, the shirts signify the “omnipresent vulgarity” of American 
materialism. 
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the bed, so that its light flowed down into a pool on the floor.  There was a cruel rasping noise 
against the grain of the silence.  It made you cold all over like the jerking back of a hangnail 
against the direction of the flesh” (264).  Bertha soon realizes, “The noise was Helga, breathing” 
(264).  Having contracted pneumonia, Helga deteriorates in a matter of moments:  Bertha 
observes, “The pink was gone from Helga’s face.  It was as if some one had held up a transparent 
finger before a candle and then blown out the flame.  The laxness of the hand.  It hung down like 
a lily on a broken stalk” (264).  Helga dies as a consequence of her shallow materialism; having 
come out of her initial operation healthy, she deteriorates only when she indulges in her 
expensive (and thieving) taste.  The novel thus punishes her for betraying the guidance and 
model Bertha has provided her.  
Other flappers in the novel befall a similar fate.  When Bertha finds work late in the novel 
as a coat check clerk in a dance hall, she observes “The strange new breastless girls with the 
docked heads and the naked V’s for backs” as well as the “petted peacock flesh of the new 
generation squalling its emancipation in naked backs and tipsy eyes and wriggle of insinuating 
torso” (298).  These women evoke the hard, cold glamour of the Jazz Age:  their eyes are “clear 
enough, but brilliant with the hard shine of blades.  The cutting, slashing blades of mowing 
machines.  The mowed-down little gardens that sometimes bloom in young girls’ eyes.  Bold, 
unveiled, inquisitive eyes, these.  Impudent eyes, without illusion, without fear, but without the 
mist of wonder” (298).  These modern women may be beautiful, but they are also sterile and 
cold, even violent in their modernity.  By the end of the night, Bertha finds herself standing 
among a heap of “The figures of the trampled-down girls.  The cloakroom was strewn with them.  
They were on the sofas and some as limp as dolls propped up against chairs.  Bare arms and silk 
legs strewn at the haphazard angles of sawdust dolls.  You stepped among the debris of them” 
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(300).  Bertha is left “standing there in the ruins of that cluttered bejazzed night, her silhouette 
against the new day” (301).14  Here Hurst paints modern, normative femininity as grotesque, 
decaying, and decadent—much like the Repulsive Women of Djuna Barnes’s poetics.  Yet Hurst 
does not wish to create a fiction out of modernist difference; rather, she hopes to regulate 
American middle-class living by eradicating such diseased excesses—the opposite of Bertha’s 
vibrant anti-consumerist character.  For Hurst, the flapper represents the detritus of a materialist 
U.S.—the unfortunate consequence of a nation with too much disposable income. 
As an antithesis to this materialist standard of modern femininity, then, Bertha models the 
virtues of the mother figure.  Her character embodies Hurst’s nostalgia for a previous era in 
which physical plainness and simplicity signified great depth of character, when beauty was not 
confined to the objects and accessories of consumer culture but instead marked internal purity 
and goodness.  Of course this is Hurst’s, and America’s own myth:  that the twentieth century 
brought on the worship of goods and objects that eroded such family values.  Nevertheless, 
Lummox illustrates a direct link between Bertha’s ugliness and her ability to care for others.  
Because she is not out prostituting herself for money that she will use to buy the accoutrements 
of flapper life, as Helga did, Bertha is able to protect Mrs. Musliner from her husband, to tend to 
the elderly Mrs. Wallenstein, to nurse Annie Wennerberg, to reform the unruly Chita, and to 
comfort Helga in her final illness.  Such compassion of character induces a rare moment of 
kindness in Mrs. Oessetrich when she confides in Bertha that one of her daughters “always 
insisted that you had the soul of a poet trapped in the body of a peasant” (282).  Reviewer Robert 
Townsend praised Hurst for writing a character that moved readers:  “But Bertha, the servant-girl 
                                                
14 Hurst made this critique elsewhere; as early as 1921 she had declared the flapper’s day over 
and in 1927 her short story, “Glamour,” would evoke the same seedy desperation of flappers. 
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in ‘Lummox,’ has a depth of suffering and feeling that moves one strongly.  She is dull, ignorant, 
incapable of self-expression, but, having loved and been betrayed by a rich poet boy who hardly 
thinks of her again, she has had aroused in her nature possibilities of devotion and sacrifice that 
make her both pitiful and actual” (642).  John Farrar agreed, calling Lummox an “epic of mother 
instinct”:  as the “unconscious symbol of maternity,” Bertha represents “the earth mother, the 
wise peasant woman, contrasted in each case with characters that are bound by some bitter 
narrowness” (“Epic of Maternity” 24).  Bertha attracts outsiders because her maternal character 
provides relief, security, and normalcy in an era of uncertainty. 
More to the point, Bertha models a new standard of middlebrow character based on the 
conventions of the nineteenth-century middle class.  In The Making of Middlebrow Culture 
(1992), Joan Shelley Rubin explains that the idea of “character” emerged in the nineteenth 
century to denote “integrity, balance, and restraint”; it referred to those with “a firmly grounded 
sense of the self as interior” who were “selfless” (3).  As consumer culture became more 
democratized in the 1800s, Rubin notes, the concepts of “character,” “taste,” and “fashion” took 
on a distinguishing importance in American culture.  If the acquisition of refined goods (or their 
imitations) no longer denoted wealth, then abstract ideas of taste and character could come to 
signify gentility.  Indeed, Rubin writes, “By the mid-nineteenth century, Americans were deeply 
involved in invoking ‘character,’ ‘fineness,’ ‘taste,’ and ‘culture’ in order to resist ‘vulgarity’” 
(5).  In Lummox, Hurst invokes this idea of character as proof of Bertha’s moral refinement.  To 
counteract the effects of consumer culture during the 1920s, Bertha cultivates a selfless morality 
rather than her physical appearance.  If Bertha wore cloche hats instead of men’s underwear, for 
instance, she could not symbolize the emotional standard Lummox sets for the middle class:  
Bertha’s largeness—her negative beauty—signifies moral goodness.  This is why Mrs. Farley is 
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disgusted by Bertha’s bare feet and why Rollo compares Bertha to a grotesque cow:  these 
characters may posses wealth, but their bourgeois materialism has standardized all the 
“character” out of them.  In its place Hurst institutes a new character, a new “philosophy of 
normalcy,” a new standard of emotional life that will renew the middle class. 
 
Standardizing the Middlebrow Novel 
Hurst teachers her audience this new set of values not just by Bertha’s example—relating 
how her heroine helps, consoles, and empathizes with other characters in the novel—but also by 
narrative strategy.  By putting the reader in Bertha’s position, Hurst relies on conventions of the 
middlebrow novel—such as sentimental identification, melodrama, and emotional excess—to 
drive her narrative.  For instance, toward the end of the narrative in particular, the reader 
becomes increasingly positioned within Bertha’s interiority.  When Mrs. Oessetrich accuses 
Bertha of stealing, the narrative shifts to the second person to align the reader with Bertha’s 
emotions:  “You just stood and felt your nails dig up into your palms, and your lips were so 
heavy.  You kept trying to move them, but they would not lift” (281).  Hurst shifts the narrative 
again when Bertha is turned out into the cold by Mrs. Oessetrich, left to roam the waterfront:  
“When you sat down and leaned over, you stared right down into the face of the harbor.  To sit 
down there with a sigh, your back to the city and your eyes to the sea, rested you and made that 
terrifying day seem to recede” (290).  Again, later, when Bertha waits in the unemployment 
office for work:  “You sat in the back row along with the charwoman, because you were old with 
your hair and your skin and your bones and the zest in your arms” (291).  This is the “depth of 
suffering and feeling,” R. D. Townsend writes, “that moves one strongly” (642).  The free 
indirect discourse of the narrative becomes an imperative for readers to feel Bertha’s inner life 
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more intimately.  More than just having access to Bertha’s interiority, the narrative asks readers 
to share in her experience, thus modeling Hurst’s middle-class reader after Bertha by rhetorically 
placing them (“you”) in her worn-down shoes.  In this way, Hurst crafts a rhetoric of normalcy 
based on the affective responses Bertha teaches readers. 
Moreover, Hurst induces tears of sympathy with heart-wrenching depictions of Bertha’s 
struggles, particularly her loss as a mother when she forcibly gives up her son for adoption.  
Bertha feels the clamping of the adoption lawyer’s briefcase shut, for instance, as “a clamp on a 
coffin lid” which made her want “to cry out against him, but she only stood very still holding her 
document” (55).  Scenes like these, which cued readers to connect with Bertha’s lamentable 
position, drew mixed responses from reviewers:  “Pity inspires the book,” Robert Littell 
observes, “for Miss Hurst has a big heart, and a furious kind of tenderness that keeps her pulse 
up around 150” (99).  Writing for the Chicago Daily Tribune, Fanny Butcher, however, notes 
Hurst’s “almost pathological lack of restraint in emotion, a phrase, a paragraph, a scene put in 
frankly to tear the very accessible heartstrings of the mob” (10).  Meanwhile, the Los Angeles 
Times claimed that if Hurst “falls into sentimentality, there is always a core of truth and there is 
utter sincerity” (Ford, “Two Novels” 34).  While at times Lummox mimics a choppy, even 
Cubist-like style of experimental modernist literature—which earned it comparisons to Gertrude 
Stein’s prose—it is forged out of the sentimentalism and melodrama of popular fiction.15  Indeed, 
                                                
15 Because of its blocky, imagist style, Hurst’s language also resembles the avant-garde 
aesthetics of Cubism.  The passage that depicts Bertha dancing for the Musliners and guests, 
reads like any Cubist “portrait” in the style of Stein or e. e. cummings:  “Spinning tarantellas 
with broad white toe for pivot.  Swaying hip rhythm, eyes slits, like wise smiling old 
buttonholes.  Hands broad on haunches and little bulge of bacchanalian belly—Yeow—squat 
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Hurst uses her romanticized, folksy aesthetic not just to craft of Bertha’s character, but also the 
stylistic choices of her narrative that, in a similar way, reflect the author’s middlebrow taste.   
Hurst’s middlebrow conventions reveal her bias against high modernist aesthetics.  
Rather than the experimental prose and poetry of her contemporaries, Hurst advocates a return to 
older literary styles to fashion a new kind of middlebrow literature.  In “The Author and His 
Home Environment:  Where and How I Write My Two-Thousand Dollar Short Stories,” an 
                                                                                                                                                       
heels deep in turf, arms flung wide and half wrenched from sockets!  Leg out from under.  
Yeow—up again on toe pivot—spin—spin” (74).  This disjointed language converges to produce 
an image more so than it does a narrative.  R. D. Townsend in the Outlook called this kind of 
writing “ejaculatory and ultrafuturist,” while the imagery it produces, “grotesque” (642).  In 
Taking the Literary Pulse, Collins expands on the similarities between Hurst and avant-garde art 
by writing that Lummox “borrows from the painter and from the musician, from the cubist and 
the impressionist, from the symphonist and the sonatist.  She has done it with skills and 
dexterity.  Reading it one recalls something of James Joyce, Guillaume Apollinaire and Paul 
Morand” (122-23).  Scholars today would perhaps question the comparison between Hurst—a 
popular, middlebrow writer whose work remains largely out of print—with a modernist giant 
such as Joyce, but, Collins insists, Lummox “is as massive and solid as a canvas by Picasso” 
(124).  In choosing to craft this modernist prose, Stephanie Lewis Thompson argues, Hurst 
demonstrates “a rather calculated attempt to align herself with the cutting-edge narrative 
techniques of the modernist period. While Hurst kept her distance from many of the writers of 
her era, she did not express the same disdain for modernist writing techniques that Edith 
Wharton and Willa Cather did” (163).  Hurst may have cultivated respect as a middlebrow 
writer, but she also longed for critical esteem from the larger literary establishment. 
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article for Arts & Decoration she published just months before Lummox, Hurst aligns herself 
with the middle class by modestly downplaying her comfortable lifestyle made possible by her 
hefty income (which in turn was made possible by the publication and serialization of her stories 
in periodicals across the country):  “My writing-desk and paraphernalia are unpicturesque,” 
Hurst claims; “No colored quills.  No rosemary for remembrance.  No Socratic bust to help me 
muse.  Familiar objects, yes.  The warmth of dear, shabby old books on their accustomed 
shelves” (55).  Whether Hurst chose to boast about her income or not in the title of her essay, the 
text of the article proper expends great energy debunking her privileged status. 
Amid these folksy descriptions of her home, Hurst acknowledges that she reads poetry, 
but assures readers that she is “conservative and unintellectual enough to prefer the work of 
Shelley and Edna Millay to the choppy prose of modern poetry.  Much of it, however, I think is 
virile and fine, so long as you do not call it poetry” (55).  “There is something lazy and lovely 
about drifting along on the cadence of good poetry,” she attests, “sort of like riding on a lateen 
sailboat” (55).  Here Hurst echoes Florence Earle Coates, the virulent objector to modern, “ugly” 
poetry, who seeks to maintain the distinction between fine and low forms of literature.  Although 
Hurst at times uses modernist “choppy prose” in Lummox, she claims to enjoy the safety of the 
normative poetry of Shelley and Millay than the irregular verses of her contemporaries.  In this 
way, Hurst expresses her own version of ugly panic, much like the outcries against the “cult of 
the foul” in response to modernist poetry common during the early twentieth century.  Modernist 
writing, particularly poetry, Hurst claims, endangers middle-class readers including herself.   
Hurst similarly rejects the idolatry of modernist aesthetics throughout American culture 
more generally.  In “Speed,” an editorial published in the Washington Post in May of 1924 (the 
same month she published “Ugliness”), Hurst questions the benefits of modern technology:  
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“Has the TELEPHONE made man BETTER, WISER, HAPPIER?  Has the SUBWAY made the world a 
BETTER PLACE TO LIVE IN?” (2).  Hurst criticizes modern man for his mindless “progress,” 
looking to the “primitive man” for a better way to live life:  “Primitive man is not neurasthenic, 
because he is insolent of time,” Hurst declares:  “We are its SLAVES, but he bows his head to no 
man’s clock” (2).  As Hurst here defies the importance of modern technology, she also offers an 
invective against the modernist aesthetic that values speed, violence, and machinery.  American 
cannot experience beauty in this kind of society, Hurst believes:  “There is beauty in leisure.  
Rhythm.  Introspection.  Meditation.  Spirituality.  None of these thrive in the atmosphere of 
pell-mell.  Hurry-scurry” (2).   
Hurst may embrace modern principles of scientific rationalism and bureaucratic thinking, 
but only insofar as they advocate simplicity and efficiency—values Hurst identifies with a 
previous era of the American System—not excess and overproduction.  Now that standardization 
has sickened American culture with surplus and materialism, it engenders “neurasthenic” rather 
than dynamic Americans.  Lummox thus eschews the modernist machine aesthetic, claiming that 
it results in the anxious nerves of modern subjects; instead, she advocates the premodern 
“negative beauty” of Bertha’s picturesque ugliness to recalibrate the American System.  Hurst 
suggests that rejecting modernist taste facilitates the creation of great national literature, one that 
standardizes deep emotional intimacy (rather than the artificial) as a norm of middle-class living.  
Indeed Bertha’s peasant ugliness inspires Rollo’s epic, modernist poem of feeling and beauty, 
The Cathedral Under the Sea.  Bertha—the plain, the everyday—thus serves as a muse for 
national art and literature in Hurst’s model of negative beauty. 
Just as the Meyerbogen aesthetic creates a sense of stability and normalcy for Bertha, 
then, the empathetic narrative of Hurst’s writing—its folksy style, sentimental identification, and 
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characterization of the novel’s own “lummox”—creates a feeling of stability and normalcy for 
readers by eschewing the erratic, excessive, and unstable.  Bertha’s story ends not with the 
security found in the mass-produced goods of consumer culture or the “pell-mell,” “Hurry-
scurry” of modern living, but with the “Reconstruction, readjustment, restoration” that Harding 
promised, and that the Meyerbogen bakery finally delivers.  Hurst instructs her audience to reject 
the “luxury-loving” “gods of materialism,” and instead, to model themselves after this “great 
coarse peasant girl” who is “utterly impervious to creature things.”  Cowley may have believed 
that standardization starved “the emotions,” yet Hurst’s story refashions the middlebrow novel as 
a genre that teaches readers “the secret inner beauties of the spirit and the imagination”—not the 
trials of securing the outer beauties of wealth and status.  In this way, Lummox models a new 
standard of American taste by altering the values of individual readers:  in other words, it 
envisions the act of reading as the social process by which standardization occurs in American 
culture.  Rather than industry or education, or any number of Hoover’s programs and bureaus, 
the reading of middlebrow novels like Lummox, Hurst suggests, can spread the values that make 
for better citizens, as well as for a better national character. 
Without a doubt, Hurst viewed her middlebrow writing as a tool of social betterment.  In 
a 1916 interview with the New York Times, Hurst admonished the American magazine industry 
for its part in deteriorating American literature, calling the majority of literature it published, 
“chocolate-fudge fiction”: 
I do not feel that the American magazine is exerting itself toward 
influencing our fiction for the better.  In most cases it is content to pander to the 
untutored public taste instead of attempting anything constructive. 
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The magazine public is, after all, open to conviction.  But phlegm and 
commercialism on the part of most of our magazines lead them to give the public 
what it wants rather than what is good for it.   
‘If chocolate-fudge fiction will sell the magazine, give ‘em chocolate 
fudge!’ say editors and publishers.  Small wonder that American fiction readers 
continue bilious in their demands. (Kilmer 15) 
Likening modern magazine fiction to sweets that nauseate readers, Hurst takes aim at a style of 
literature responsible for weakening national character.  Hurst complains not that the literature is 
standardized or homogenous—what Mencken et al. would argue—but that it “pander[s] to the 
untutored public taste instead of attempting anything constructive”:  that is, that it does not 
standardize the right values.  For Hurst, popular literature has the responsibility to educate the 
American public; writers therefore have the duty to cultivate taste in their readers.  In a 1924 
NYT article, “What the Public Wants,” Hurst admonishes writers who do not attempt to shape 
their readers’ taste for the better:  
those people in whom are vested the right to dole out to the public its artistic 
fodder, treat that public exactly as a tenement mother might treat her squalling 
youngster; the settlement worker has probably left a perfectly good formula of 
nutritious food, but a formula that requires a slight cultivation of the infant’s taste 
for the infant to swallow the food; the tenement mother, however, finds that 
bananas are what the child grabs for and gorges down with satisfaction, and so 
bananas are what the baby gets.  The white-faced, pimply-skinned tenement baby 
is the result. (MacAdam 2, 15) 
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Hurst ends by warning readers, “You cannot give a child what is cries for and hope for a sane 
and normal development.  We let our public swallow buttons, bump its poor head, gorge 
bananas, and then denounce its imbecility” (15).  Much like the New York Times article on ugly 
toys published in December of 1922 that argued, “Straight, healthy minds are developed in the 
right mental surroundings, just as straight, healthy bodies are developed in the right physical 
ones” (“Ugly Toys” 10), Hurst worries that ugly literature will misshape, even stunt, the growth 
of American taste. 
 Believing in the productive cultural work of middlebrow literature, then, Hurst views 
popular writing not as fodder for the masses, but as a tool to conform the public to the best 
standard possible.  Hurst’s “fiction might appeal to the masses,” Stephanie Lewis Thompson 
writes, “but she obviously wanted her critics to understand that she felt her work transcended the 
merely middlebrow” (156).  Rather than decorative, like the glittering ornaments that adorn the 
homes of Bertha’s employers, the middlebrow fiction of Hurst’s imagination remains steadfastly 
pragmatic:  a means to transmit and model a new standard of emotional living for her readers.  
Hurst withholds bananas and chocolate fudge from her readers, instead nourishing her beloved 
public with the “nutritious formula” of her popular fiction.  In Lummox in particular, the 
stripped-down lifestyle of the Meyerbogen household depicts a domesticity free of the waste and 
excess of modern American materialism.  In doing so, the novel embraces Bertha’s standard of 
middlebrow living to improve national character.  Just as Hoover’s Better Homes for America 
manuals taught citizens how to modernize and simplify their homes, Lummox circulates from one 
household to the next, instructing its readers how to live as better Americans. 
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Chapter 5 
“Ugly and Undistinguished”:  Narrating Human Difference in the Harlem Renaissance 
 
One of the most promising of the young Negro poets said to me once, “I want to be a poet—not a 
Negro poet,” meaning, I believe, “I want to write like a white poet”; meaning subconsciously, “I 
would like to be a white poet”; meaning behind that, “I would like to be white.”  And I was sorry 
the young man said that, for no great poet has ever been afraid of being himself.  And I doubted 
then that, with his desire to run away spiritually from his race, this boy would ever be a great 
poet.  But this is the mountain standing in the way of any true Negro art in America—this urge 
within the race toward whiteness, the desire to pour racial individuality into the mold of 
American standardization, and to be as little Negro and as much American as possible.  
– Langston Hughes, “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” (1926) 
 
During the first half of the twentieth century, and especially in the interwar years, 
standardization proved calming and comforting for a majority of Americans.  The norms of 
standardized goods, homes, entertainment, clothes, and tastes throughout American culture 
provided individuals with a larger sense of belonging and security.  Yet these norms did not 
apply to or assuage the concerns of all Americans.  Langston Hughes argues in his famous essay 
on New Negro identity and art, “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” that black writers 
and artists too closely mimic white America, thus diluting whatever essence constituted a 
uniquely black sensibility.  Fearing Negro artists’ “desire to pour racial individuality into the 
mold of American standardization, and to be as little Negro and as much American as possible,” 
Hughes urges them to reject the conformity of white America and instead to use their talents to 
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develop a distinctly Negro aesthetic (1512; emphasis added).  For Hughes, the standardizing 
norms of the American System perpetuates an “urge within the race toward whiteness” 
detrimental to African-American life and art in the twentieth century.  Fannie Hurst’s white 
middlebrow America may have embraced standards as a way to conform society to a particular 
set of class values during a decade in flux, but these ideals left little room for non-white 
identities.  Because mainstream standards were the product of and model for white America, they 
necessarily reflect a racialized norm.  For African Americans, then, the standards Bertha 
establishes remain limited and limiting—outside the scope of New Negro living. 
 Not surprisingly, race leaders attempted to establish a black standard under the American 
System as well.  In order to ameliorate the picture and place of African Americans, writers, 
critics, and intellectuals such as W. E. B. Du Bois crafted a new, respectable image for blacks:  
the New Negro.  Yet while this figure offered new possibilities and aesthetics for African 
Americans, expanding the spectrum of black identity, it also closed off important options for 
human difference, namely the poor, disabled, and ugly.  Furthermore, as scholars have noted, 
New Negro aesthetics often drew on—even aspired to—white middlebrow ideals of 
respectability, gentility, and beauty.  This fashioning of New Negro aesthetics from white 
standards of taste caused some Harlem Renaissance writers to take arms against what they 
believed to be values that would degrade rather than progress African-American identity.  For 
Hughes and other Harlem Renaissance writers such as Wallace Thurman, Zora Neale Hurston, 
Jean Toomer, Claude McKay, and even Carl Van Vechten, the standardization of black identity 
to a white middle or upper-class norm proved anathema to the movement—however coherent it 
was—occurring in Harlem during the 1920s.  Limiting black identity to one figure or set of 
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aesthetics undid the work of Renaissance writers to narrate the vibrant heterogeneity of African-
American lives. 
Wallace Thurman sets this tension between new and old standards of Negro identity and 
aesthetics at the center of his polemical novel, The Blacker the Berry (1929).  The story of a 
young woman’s struggle to accept her especially dark skin, Thurman’s novel shocked readers 
with its blunt portrayal of intra-racial colorism within the upper circles of black society.  As 
Thurman’s heroine, Emma Lou Morgan, moves from Idaho to California and finally to Harlem 
in search of a community that will accept her difference from the norms of standardized black 
identity, she obsessively fashions and refashions herself to conform to the model of blackness 
promoted by Du Bois and other supporters of New Negro aesthetics.  When she first arrives at 
the University of Southern California, for instance, Emma Lou roams the campus searching for a 
community of educated, sophisticated, and most importantly, light-skinned African Americans.  
Instead, she finds Hazel Mason, a flamboyant fellow classmate who struts around campus 
wearing flashy clothes, and motors about town in a garish red roadster.  Despite Hazel’s 
persistent friendliness, Emma Lou bristles at the idea of befriending someone so “crass and 
vulgar,” someone who offends, embarrasses, and, above all, disgusts her (42).  Likening Hazel to 
“a barbarian who had most certainly not come from a family of best people,” Emma Lou recoils 
from what she calls Hazel’s “ugly” face and surmises:  “No wonder people were prejudiced 
against dark-skin people when they were so ugly, so haphazard in their dress, and so boisterously 
mannered as was this present specimen.  She herself was black, but nevertheless she had come 
from a good family, and she could easily take her place in a society of the right sort of people” 
(43).  Emma Lou associates Hazel’s ugly appearance, specifically her blackness, with low 
culture, repeatedly referring to the “minstrel-like performance” (44), “circus-like appearance” 
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(44), and “darky-like clownishness” of her classmate (46).  Although she too is dark, Emma Lou 
perceives Hazel’s blackness as particularly dangerous and disgusting because Hazel openly 
associates herself with unrefined and ostentatious behavior, manners, and dress—that of the 
lower classes rather than of the black bourgeoisie which Emma Lou longs to join.  Having 
internalized a certain standard of color for the black middle class, Emma Lou spends the entire 
novel searching for “her place in society” with “the right sort of people” so that she may change 
the “tragedy of her life”:  “that she was too black” (23). 
In depicting Emma Lou’s struggle to accept her “tragedy,” The Blacker the Berry 
questions the place of human difference—particularly color—in the Harlem Renaissance, a 
movement wary of the repellent and the unattractive as foundations or standards for a new kind 
of African-American art and literature.  Certainly writers such as Claude McKay and Jean 
Toomer turn to the grotesque to represent the horrific violence enacted on black bodies during 
the first half of the twentieth century, but it is telling that so few texts from this period feature 
unattractive protagonists, especially considering the calls from Langston Hughes and others to 
depict black life as truthfully as possible.1  “We younger Negro artists who create now intend to 
express our individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame,” Hughes wrote in 1926:  “We 
                                                
1 This tradition of calling upon the grotesque to depict violence against black bodies of course 
dates back to Frederick Douglass’s and Harriet Jacob’s descriptions of whippings in their 
narratives, and even further back to Equiano and other slave narratives.  Yet slavery is often 
filtered through a lens of the surreal; in this way ugliness/the grotesque seems more like a 
horrific nightmare than a terrifying reality, as in Emma Lou’s case.  Indeed, the reality of Emma 
Lou’s everyday experiences provide the trauma that catapults her from one place to another.  For 
more on depictions of blackness and the grotesque, see Cassuto. 
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know we are beautiful.  And ugly too” (1513).  But ugliness remained a dangerous, even taboo 
aesthetic during the Harlem Renaissance, conjuring the same prejudices about low culture, 
ignorance, and minstrelsy that Emma Lou embodies.  Instead, many black intellectuals, artists, 
and writers placed beauty at the center of racial uplift.  In 1926, Du Bois declared, “it is the 
bounden duty of black America to begin this great work of the creation of beauty, of the 
preservation of beauty, of the realization of beauty” (“Criteria” 259).  In both literary style and in 
personal appearance, beauty represented progress:  the talent, intellect, and above all, good taste 
of the New Negro.  As a corollary, ugliness signaled a social aberration, the individual’s failure 
to conform to a standard racial identity.  This is why Emma Lou recoils at the sight of Hazel:  her 
loud and flashy classmate neither recognizes nor respects the norms of New Negro aesthetics.  
She thus remains in Emma Lou’s eyes a crude caricature from the previous century. 
This chapter situates Thurman’s novel—one of the rare texts that features an ugly female 
African-American protagonist—in the context of standardized black aesthetics that conformed 
New Negro art and life.  In telling this story of an unattractive outcast, Thurman uses ugliness—
specifically disgust with blackness—to create a new model of African-American identity and 
unity.  In this way, he rejects the Renaissance’s efforts to standardize African-American identity, 
particularly color.  Instead of creating a literature out of the norms of the black bourgeoisie, 
Thurman pens a modernism of human difference, much like Djuna Barnes.  Literary historians 
often read The Blacker the Berry as Thurman’s backlash against major categories of identity 
formation such as gender, sexuality, and race in the Harlem Renaissance.  By deconstructing 
these labels, scholars argue, Thurman troubles the ways African Americans compose subjectivity 
in early-twentieth-century American culture.  In addition to complicating these traditional 
identity categories, however, Thurman also obscures newer, more modern means of identity 
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formation, particularly the urge to standardize black identity and art under the Renaissance.  
Thurman’s novel may be, as Daniel M. Scott III writes, “an exploration of the non-essentialized, 
de-natured constructions of the self” (335), but read in the context of a standardized aesthetic for 
black America, it also represents Thurman’s attempt to cohere a radical identity for the New 
Negro based on an alternative set of values.  In so doing, Thurman debunks the idea that the 
Harlem Renaissance revolutionized literary realism by crafting a “new” image for African 
Americans.  Instead, The Blacker the Berry purports the illegitimacy of the beautiful, bourgeois 
New Negro, thereby exposing this figure as a caricature of black life just as damaging as the 
grotesque nineteenth-century images poor Hazel resurrects for her classmates. 
 
Standardizing New Negro Aesthetics 
Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, African-American leaders, 
writers, and artists sought to renovate the cultural image of black individuals.  As Alain Locke 
wrote in 1925, the Old Negro “has been a stock figure perpetuated as an historical fiction partly 
in innocent sentimentalism, partly in deliberate reactionism. . . . So for generations in the mind of 
America, the Negro has been more of a formula than a human being—a something to be argued 
about, condemned or defended, to be ‘kept down,’ or ‘in his place,’ or ‘helped up,’ to be worried 
with or worried over, harassed or patronized, a social bogey or a social burden” (“New Negro” 
3).  Based on types established in texts such as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the 
Plantation School of postbellum literature, and “burlesques” of the 1910s and beyond, the Old 
Negro “was not a real person,” Martha Jane Nadell explains; “he had neither depth nor 
character” (16).  During this period, writers “offered neither complex nor heterogeneous 
accounts of African Americans, preferring instead to paint their characters in broad strokes” (16).  
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In a similar way, the Graphic Revolution in the latter part of the nineteenth century made 
possible the wide circulation of this stereotype, particularly in magazine ads:  “Pictures of 
grinning black children were used to sell everything from gelatin to soap to baking soda” (Nadell 
17).  As magazines became cheaper and more accessible due to advances in printing, these 
images inundated popular American culture.  Indeed, “By 1900,” Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 
explains, “it would have been possible for a middle-class white American to see Sambo images 
from toaster and teapot covers on his breakfast table, to advertisements in magazines, to popular 
postcards in drug stores.  Everywhere he or she saw a black image, that image would be 
negative” (150).  To remodel these artificial images, artists crafted the figure of the “New 
Negro,” supplanting a more positive but no less ubiquitous stereotype of modern African 
Americans.  “The image of blacks was too malleable in the early decades of the twentieth 
century, and too often it was used for exploitative purposes,” Amy Helene Kirschke concludes:  
“There was a need for a new and more consistent art” (15).   
This art took root in the figure of the New Negro.  More than an image, however, the 
New Negro emerged as an entirely new philosophy in African-American culture.  Indeed, the 
shift from Old to New Negro was as much aesthetic as it was social, political, or economic.  
Studies at the turn of the century, such as Booker T. Washington’s A New Negro for a New 
Century (1900), Gates writes, attempted “to ‘turn’ the new century’s image of the black away 
from the stereotypes scattered throughout plantation fictions, blackface minstrelsy, vaudeville, 
racist pseudo-science, and vulgar Social Darwinism” (136-37).  “Accordingly, to manipulate the 
image of the black was, in a sense, to manipulate reality.  The Public Negro Self, therefore, was 
an entity to be crafted” (137).  As a style, a strategic aesthetic, a mindset, even a new “reality,” 
the New Negro promoted racial uplift by presenting African Americans as individuals rather than 
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reductive stereotypes that signified difference from the norms of white U.S. culture.  
Nevertheless, these individual representations needed to conform to a certain aesthetic standard 
to promote the race’s legitimacy and modernity.  New Negro art and literature aimed to uplift an 
entire race through ideals of beauty—both artistic and physical—by using the physiological 
fitness of individuals to symbolize the modernity of the New Negro.  By “drawing a correlation 
between the specific characteristics of the individuals depicted and the larger character of the 
race,” Gates explains, African Americans relied on the New Negro as a positive and beautiful 
representation of the race’s future:   
the features of the race—its collective mouth shape and lip size, the shape of its 
head (which especially concerned phrenologists at the turn of the century), its 
black skin color, its kinky hair—had been caricatured and stereotyped so severely 
in popular American art that black intellectuals seemed to feel that nothing less 
than a full facelift and a complete break with the enslaved past could ameliorate 
the social conditions of the modern black person. (143)  
Just as “Douglass was the representative colored man in the United States because he was the 
most presentable” during the nineteenth-century—“He spoke to recreate the face of the race, its 
public face”—the New Negro represented the public face of the modern African American in the 
twentieth (Gates 129).  It was this image that would bring the Negro out of the past and into his 
modern future. 
W. E. B. Du Bois most vocally promoted this standard.  “A Brahmin who lacked the 
common touch” and who, in David Levering Lewis’s words, advocated “a concept of race 
leadership that was unabashedly elitist,” Du Bois believed in establishing a standard to 
emphasize sameness and continuity with—rather than difference from—the norms of white 
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America (7).  Prizing light skin, education, good taste, refined manners, sexual propriety, and 
middle-class sensibility, Du Bois set a high and rigid standard for New Negro identity.  “The 
Negro race, like all races, is going to be saved by its exceptional men,” he famously wrote in 
1903:  “The problem of education, then, among Negroes must first of all deal with the Talented 
Tenth; it is the problem of developing the Best of this race that they may guide the Mass away 
from the contamination and death of the Worst, in their own and other races” (“Talented Tenth” 
33).  During his tenure at The Crisis, Du Bois promoted this aesthetic theory of racial uplift by 
publishing “respectable black portraits” (Kirschke 26).  Du Bois devoted the magazine to the 
crafting, promotion, as well as the literal circulation of this new, refined black identity.  In 
between ads—for black colleges (Morehouse, Howard, Tuskegee), skin bleaching cosmetics 
(Kashmir Chemical Company), hair straighteners (Madam C. J. Walker), social directories 
(Mather’s Who’s Who in Colored America), and etiquette manuals (Green’s National Capital 
Code of Etiquette combined with Floyd’s Short Stories for Colored People)—that promoted 
refined, bourgeois living, appeared Du Bois’s own treatises on racial uplift and aesthetics, 
particularly on the image of the New Negro in art and literature.   
In the May 1925 issue, Du Bois announced that the magazine’s editorial policy “shall 
stress Beauty—all Beauty, but especially the beauty of Negro life and character; its music, its 
dancing, its drawing and painting and the new birth of its literature.  The growth which The 
Crisis long since predicated is coming to flower.  We shall encourage it in every way . . . keeping 
all the while a high standard of merit and never stooping to cheap flattery and misspent 
kindliness” (qtd. in Kirschke 123).  Shortly thereafter, in 1926, Du Bois famously argued that “it 
is the bounded duty of black American to begin this great work of the creation of beauty, of the 
realization of beauty” (“Criteria” 259).  Du Bois thus imagined The Crisis much like Hurst did 
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her middlebrow fiction:  as a medium to create and transmit a standard to readers—in Du Bois’s 
case, a modern renovation of New Negro identity.2 
 Du Bois creates and realizes the beauty of the New Negro as early as 1900 when he 
showed two collections of portraits in the American Negro Exhibit at the Paris Exposition.  
Types of American Negroes, Georgia, U.S.A. (volumes 1-3), and Negro Life in Georgia, 
U.S.A.—a combined 363 photographs—was modeled on Du Bois’s earlier work, The 
Philadelphia Negro (1899), and set about to archive the life of the American Negro of the South.  
More than just photographs, charts, graphs, and general statistics about the state of African 
Americans, however, these collections present an attractive, unified, and standardized New 
Negro identity to an international audience.  Directly affronting the predominant negative 
stereotypes of African Americans in popular culture, these “representations of light-skinned 
individuals with aquiline noses and long, wavy hair,” Shawn Michelle Smith writes, “perform 
important antiracist work” (100):  “Du Bois is loathe to picture a less-than-perfect African 
American body,” and instead “overwhelmingly represents the ‘best classes,’ those whose ‘pure 
homes,’ sanitized in part by the very space they afford, mark the ‘good citizenship’ of their 
                                                
2 The Crisis wasn’t alone in its promotion of this aesthetic.  Opportunity, for instance, published 
articles on “Types of Lovely Color” (October 1928); the effect of “Thick lips, black skin, kinky 
hair” and other “matters of facial anatomy” on the “low esteem” of African Americans (“Faces” 
4); the need to beautify public spaces in the black community (“Another Kind of Beauty Hint,” 
October 1927); as well as poems with titles such as “Always I Shall Have Need of Lovely 
Things” (October 1930).  For more on the production of African-American magazines, see 
Johnson and Johnson. 
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occupants.  In this sense, then, Du Bois forwards the ‘Americanness’ of his better classes by 
emphasizing their conformity to white middle-class standards of economic success” (Smith 93, 
98).  Yet in doing so, Du Bois “dissociates [these figures] from the majority of African 
Americans” (Smith 98).  Du Bois would continue to promote this standard of sameness with 
white middle-class America through the various features, columns, and articles he published in 
The Crisis.  The “Men of the Month” feature, the “prize baby contests,” and a column devoted to 
the most beautiful Negro homes that allowed Du Bois to promote “his paradigmatic New Negro, 
the middle-class man, for visual confirmation of the genetic uplift of the race” instructed African 
Americans how to model themselves as beautiful and modern, reinforcing a standard of middle-
class taste (English 53).3   
Du Bois wanted only the best individuals—symbolized by the New Negro, or the 
Talented Tenth—to represent modern African-American life and identity.  In doing so, however, 
he perpetuated an ideal that, as Daylanne English has shown, rests on eugenic principles 
standardization.  According to Du Bois’s belief in “racial mixture as a means to improve the 
individual American and the nation as a whole,” New Negro beauty necessitated white blood 
(English 17).  Other writers and intellectuals such as Pauline Hopkins, George Schuyler, Jean 
Toomer, Marianne Moore, Ezra Pound, and William Carlos Williams, English notes, turned to 
racial hybridity as a means to breed racial progress.  This dependence on eugenicist thinking in 
the Harlem Renaissance (an “aesthetic-political project, that aimed to create—via art, literature, 
photography, and biological reproduction—a ‘New Negro’” [English 23]) in many ways turned 
the goal of racial progress into racial improvement, with the boundaries of “improvement” rigidly 
defined by a standard of white, bourgeois values.  These writers promoted a philosophy that 
                                                
3 See English 47-53 for more on these columns. 
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“promised to allow Americans to pick their fellow citizens, their national relatives—not simply 
on the basis of race but also on the basis of ethnicity, class, region, intelligence, efficiency, and 
even beauty” (English 15; emphasis added).  Du Bois and others believed that eugenics offered a 
way to enlarge and strengthen the number of the race’s best citizens.  Yet by advocating these 
eugenicist beliefs, they at once link whiteness, standardization, and beauty together in their ideal 
of the New Negro.  While English reads this process as socially progressive—she writes, “their 
version of that [eugenic] discourse was non-white supremacist and pro-racial mixture” (180)—
this aesthetic nevertheless hinges on the believed ability of white blood to improve New 
Negroes:  to make them modern, beautiful, and successful.  This belief has obvious and 
debilitating consequences for someone like Emma Lou. 
Believing that the fate of the race remained in the soft and callous-free hands of the 
Talented Tenth, Du Bois “worried that the urban and urbane New Negro, who ‘forms the 
realized ideal of the group’ and provides the standard by which the group as a whole should be 
‘understood and finally judged,’ would have to contend with ‘untrained and poorly educated 
[Negro] countrymen” (English 16-17).  Indeed, Du Bois’s entire aesthetic theory omits those 
African Americans who do not conform to the images published in the pages of The Crisis.4  Du 
                                                
4 Although the “black is beautiful” movement would not gain momentum until the latter part of 
the century, there were a few instances of embracing blackness as beauty in the early decades, 
including during the Harlem Renaissance.  “The militant journal Crusader,” Kathy Peiss writes, 
“featured dark-skinned girls and beautiful African women, wearing traditional hair arrangements 
and dress, on its covers and noted the enthusiastic responses of readers” (208).  Yet for the most 
part, light skin reigned as beautiful in these early decades so that more often than not, 
“Photographs of beautiful female performers, celebrities, and fashion models—generally with 
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Bois’s politico-aesthetic strategy for racial progress severely limited the New Negro to a small, 
elite group of educated black bourgeoisie, exterminating—like eugenics—human difference.  In 
putting their best face forward, many African-American leaders strategically and methodically 
excluded the poor, the rural, the ugly, the disabled, the criminal, and the freakish, thereby 
marginalizing or altogether erasing those who did not fit into the preferred image of the cultured 
New Negro.5  To provide a corrective to this aesthetic crisis, Du Bois turned to the Mendelian 
science of “twentieth-century eugenicists who wished to assign ‘dysgenic’ status to ever-
expanding categories of people (the poor, the unemployed, immigrants, migrants, the non-
English-speaking, and so on)” (English 39).  To this I would also add the ugly, for those deemed 
too black or too different—like Emma Lou—threatened the good name (and face) of the race.  
Assigning these outcasts the status of “dysgenic” allowed Du Bois to select those who would 
                                                                                                                                                       
light skin and European features—ran in black newspapers and magazines as icons of race pride” 
(Peiss 213). 
5 The freakish in particular threatened New Negro identity. Thomas Fahy notes that “Throughout 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, freak shows constructed racial difference into 
something freakish—a connection that writers used literally and metaphorically—and for many, 
this transformation of the black body into a spectacle temporarily assuaged fears about 
immigration and miscegenation” (42).  Pointing us to a scene in Nella Larsen’s Passing in which 
Clare Kendry refers to the threat of giving birth to dark children—which she terms “freaks of 
nature”—Fahy reiterates that “The term ‘freaks’ labels blackness as something abnormal and 
repulsive” (49).  Later, Irene refers to dark skin as “repugnant”:  “by viewing blackness as 
grotesque,” Fahy writes, Irene “has aligned herself completely with white notions of beauty and 
superiority” (49).  See also Rachel Adams; and Rosemarie Garland Thomson. 
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best represent the race; eugenics weeded out those who were not fit to become or symbolize the 
New Negro, thus standardizing black identity.  And while leaders such as Du Bois repeatedly 
called for the realism of African-American life, including the bad and the ugly, rarely did they 
write about or advocate the more sordid or negative aspects of (black) life such as gambling, 
drinking, drugs, and promiscuity—activities associated with the black underclass.  To be sure, 
Du Bois “struggled with the balance between expressing the unvarnished truth about black life 
and presenting a more ‘genteel and studied’ view of black life” (Kirschke 116).   
This tension surfaces in “The Negro in Art:  How Shall He Be Portrayed”—a discussion 
between various critics, intellectuals, and writers in The Crisis that appeared throughout most of 
1926.  Figures including Carl Van Vechten, Langston Hughes, Sherwood Anderson, H. L. 
Mencken, Walter White, Jessie Fauset, Countée Cullen, Sinclair Lewis, Charles Chesnutt, among 
many others, responded to a series of (somewhat generic and leading) queries Du Bois posed 
about representing African-American life.  Although they expose the genuine anxiety Du Bois 
had about the role of the artist in the politics of racial uplift, Du Bois’s questions undoubtedly 
reveal his own aesthetic bias.  Take the last question in the survey:  “Is there not a real danger 
that young colored writers will be tempted to follow the popular trend in portraying Negro 
character in the underworld rather than seeking to paint the truth about themselves and their own 
social class?” (190).  Here Du Bois exposes his own conflation of “truth” with high society in 
order to avoid “popular” (read:  degrading) representations of the black “underworld” (read:  
underclass).  This explains his vehement dismissal of novels such as Home to Harlem (1928) and 
Nigger Heaven (1926), and his praising of Quicksand (1928) and There Is Confusion (1924).  
Indeed, “at times [Du Bois] grew concerned that [African-American artists] were 
overemphasizing the more lurid aspects of life and he urged more positive and culturally 
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conservative views of black life” (Kirschke 115).  By practicing good taste, Du Bois believed 
African Americans could prove themselves the cultural (and hence economic and social) equal of 
elite whites.  Du Bois thus locates racial identity in the beautiful, well-groomed, light-skinned 
body of the New Negro.  He also locates it in the body of texts:  in the respectable, clean, 
unsoiled depictions of this African-American body as it demonstrates its physical and cultural 
fitness through the conventions of narrative, plot, character, and literary style.   
 If Du Bois created this ideal of New Negro identity, then the circulation of Negro 
handbooks, guidebooks, and etiquette manuals standardized it as a norm.  Printed by black 
presses such as Austin Jenkins, written for a black audience, and advertised in black periodicals, 
these books offered advice and instruction on respectable living.  Edward S. Green’s National 
Capital Code of Etiquette (1920)—“Dedicated to the Colored Race”—for one, coached readers 
on subjects such as “How to Dress,” “Correct Table Manners,”  “Introducing Friends or 
Acquaintances,” “Art of Conversation,” even “Correct Letter Writing.”  In his preface, Green 
urges his readers, “No matter how humble” their “position in life,” to “gain the respect and 
esteem of [their] fellowmen.  This is a worthy ambition and its realization is within the reach of 
us all” (6).  Green makes no pretenses that respectability is an inherited trait:  emphasizing 
practice over breeding, he cautions readers that “to appear perfectly at ease in any walk of life or 
in any class of society requires careful preparation and practice to those small actions and 
accomplishments so necessary to establish oneself and to gain a reputation of being a man or 
woman of the world” (7).  To stress that one must train oneself in the art of middle-class 
propriety, Green’s handbook was often paired with a collection of short stories for children that 
would allow parents to pass along similar lessons of respectability to their children.  The stories 
of The New Floyd’s Flowers:  Short Stories for Colored People Old and Young (originally 
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published in 1905, but revised and expanded throughout the 1920s) taught children various 
lessons about correct morals and manners, showing them how to make the right decisions in 
myriad situations.  Author Silas X. Floyd writes in his preface that 
I have endeavored to put into this book of stories for children only such things as 
might be freely admitted into the best homes of the land, and I have written with 
the hope that many young minds may be elevated by means of these stories and 
many hearts filled with high and holy aspirations.  Our nation has a right to expect 
that our boys and girls shall turn out to be good men and women, and this book is 
meant to help in this process. (6) 
Unlike the “Evil Reading” of lowbrow literature Comstock feared would ruin children, Floyd 
uses his popular stories to instill values and morals in young New Negroes.   
At the end of his prefatory remarks to National Capital Code of Etiquette, Green tells his 
readers that “This volume has been prepared with the end in view of properly fitting the young 
man or woman to occupy their proper place in society; to assist them in acquiring the poise and 
bearing that is absolutely essential for their future happiness and welfare.  Followed carefully, 
the teachings of this book will go far towards assuring success both socially and financially” (9).  
Indeed, the advice Green provides in subsequent chapters includes an exhaustive amount of 
minutiae on every aspect of refined living, including what clothes to wear on what occasion 
(“The lady of good taste and judgment will select with unerring judgment styles and colors that 
are becoming and gowns that are appropriate for the various occasions for which they are 
selected” [19-20]); correct table manners (“It is desired to emphasize the fact that in eating soup, 
the spoon should not be drawn across the place towards the diner, but away from him” [27]; and 
the proper decorum for introductions (“A gentleman upon being introduced to a lady should 
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never offer his hand.  This is the lady’s prerogative, and she may or may not do so, just as she 
sees fit” [47]).  A series of demonstrative photographs accompany Green’s advice; in them, 
young, attractive African-American men and women model these behaviors, tastes, and styles.  
“Perfect Table Manners—A Formal Dinner” illustrates three couples seated around an elegant 
dinner table, conversing and eating with grace and ease (see Figure 5.1).  In stark contrast to the 
predominant degrading images of African Americans in popular culture, these photos serve not 
only to instruct readers, but to demonstrate the fitness of the Negro race:  to show that with the 
proper regulation and training, New Negroes may achieve middle-class decorum, thereby 
establishing their place in respectable circles of the American System. 
In a similar vein, the back of the book contains useful dressing charts to aid readers in the 
anxiety-ridden task of picking out appropriate attire for various occasions.  One chart, “Correct 
Dress Chart for Men” (see Figure 5.2), offers options for formal events (“Weddings, Balls, 
Formal Dinners, Theater Parties, Receptions”) as well as non-formal (“Informal Evening Affairs 
After 6:00 P.M.” and “Day Weddings”).  By consulting various columns that correspond to items 
of clothing (“Coat, Vest, Trousers,” etc.), we are assured that readers will be able to avoid the 
pitfalls of dressing.  In the regulatory and standardizing spirit of the modern era, Green’s chart 
simplifies everyday living, reducing it to a series of columns and rows to be checked off.  In this 
way, such manuals teach New Negroes how to tailor themselves to the American System.  “The 
behavior spelled out in etiquette manuals not only offered external evidence of culture, 
refinement, and character that equaled the best found among the ‘dominant race,’” Willard B. 
Gatewood explains, “but also served to advance the claim of blacks to first-class citizenship by 
demonstrating their capacity for assimilation into the larger society” (186).  By breaking down 
the reputable style of the middle-class into individual steps that can be learned, even perfected, 
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books such as Green’s present the New Negro as a form of knowledge as well as an identity—a 
set of acts, traits, and tastes one must learn and emulate. 
Unfortunately for individuals like Emma Lou, these manuals and guidebooks offer no 
advice for overcoming extreme blackness.  Confining their advice to behavior, manners, and 
dress only, Green and Floyd instruct African Americans how to conform many aspects of their 
everyday lives to a particular standard, but they do not offer help in assimilating aberrant color 
into mainstream (African-)American culture.  The charts and figures that accompany these 
guidebooks—breaking down middle-class normalcy into individual steps—cannot train the body 
to adhere to a particular color.  And while African Americans could choose from an 
overwhelming number of cosmetics and chemicals to help conform their bodies to the New 
Negro standard, Emma Lou learns quite painfully that these options offer little relief.6  Without 
this kind of help, these middle-class guidebooks thus expose the bias of their intended audience:  
                                                
6 Kathy Peiss writes that “With the rise of new movements for racial solidarity in the 1910s and 
1920s, skin color and hair texture—and the use of cosmetics to alter them—became even more 
charged political issues” (208).  While debates raged about whether “natural” hair proved more 
radical and progressive than straightened and dyed, nearly all sides of the issue agreed that how a 
Negro woman looked held significant social and political meaning.  “Look your best,” one 
beauty product ad commanded, “you owe it to your race” (qtd. in Peiss 204).  “Improved 
appearance expressed self-respect,” Peiss explains, “registered collective progress, and would 
expedite social acceptance” (206).  As the cosmetic industry stylized “social acceptance,” it 
limited progress financially (to those who could afford beauty products) and aesthetically (those 
who could or who already fit the description of the New Negro woman).  For more on the beauty 
industry and racial identity, see chapter seven of Peiss, “Shades of Difference” (203-37). 
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readers who were already primed, at least physically, for New Negro aesthetics.  Those outside 
this physical standard—the disabled, the poor, the “too dark”—remained at a loss for ways to 
assimilate.  Thurman situates this problem at the center of his novel about a woman too dark to 
fit in with mainstream African-American culture:  Emma Lou remains stuck with few options 
and little help from family or peers.7 
If etiquette books proved too elite, other publications offered more accessible recourse.  
Success manuals such as Joseph R. Gay’s Progress and Achievements of the Colored People 
(1913), subtitled by its publisher, Austin Jenkins, as “A Handbook for self-improvement which 
leads to greater success,” offered similar advice on how to become better, more productive 
                                                
7 Unlike this push in the early part of the century to conform the black female body to ideals of 
beauty, the later part of the century fought for blackness itself as a kind of beauty.  Maxine Leeds 
Craig writes that “In 1968, black women and white women stood in different locations in relation 
to the institutions that established and perpetuated national beauty ideals:  national beauty 
contests, media advertising, women’s magazines, Hollywood movies, and television 
programming.  White women were objectified in these venues; black women were either 
excluded from them or included in images that reinforced Eurocentric beauty ideals” (5).  
Nevertheless, like their forbearers, African-American women in the 1960s “had to contest their 
wholesale definition as non-beauties.  In response to the exclusion of black women from 
dominant representations of beauty, African American women’s beauty became part of the 
symbolic repertoire with which champions of the race sought to assert racial pride” (5).  The 
aesthetic that asserted this racial pride may have been tied afros rather than to Madam C. J. 
Walker’s cosmetics by the end of the century, but it nevertheless proved central to the Black 
Power movement. 
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individuals.8  Part 1, “Life Lines of Success,” educates readers on African and Negro history 
(“Development of the Race in the U.S.”), presents examples of successful African Americans 
(“Leaders of America Whose Ears Are Close to the Ground”), and explains “The Key to 
Success.”  Part II, “Life Lines of Knowledge,” provides guidelines on “A Successful Marriage,” 
“Developing Boys and Girls,” and “Developing Moral Character.”  It also lists more practical 
information for the home, including drawings of the brain and body, as well as chapters on 
“General Health Conditions,” “Common Sense in the Sick Room,” and “Rules for Accidents and 
Emergencies.”  Reading like the Better Homes Manual, or even Christine Frederick’s lessons on 
domestic engineering, Progress and Achievements of the Colored People applies the principles 
of scientific rationalism and bureaucratic management to the African-American home.  Yet in 
doing so, the handbook proves that these households can be conformed to the standards of white 
America.  Gay’s handbook, much like Green’s, also counsels readers on cultivating high morals 
and manners:  reduced to pithy one-liners, Gay advised modern African Americans to “Save 
Your Money and Make It Work for You” (157); “Establish a Reputation for Yourself” (161); 
“Stiffen Your Backbone and Keep on Climbing” (168); “Be Every Man’s Friend” (173); 
                                                
8 This genre would explode after WWII, with a series of such publications including, How to Be 
Successful Negro Americans:  A Guide to Success in Life and Business for Negroes in America 
by Fitzhugh Lee Styles (1941); American Negroes, a Handbook by Edwin Embree (1942); A 
Handbook on the Detroit Negro by Ulysses Boykin (1943); The Negro Handbook by Florence 
Murray (1944); The Negro Handbook compiled by the editors of Ebony (1966, 1974); and a 
periodical titled The Negro Handbook published by Wendell Malliet and Company throughout 
the 1940s. 
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“Practice Logic, Common Sense and Tact” (183); and “Educate Your Children” (204).  All in all, 
Gay’s readers learn what to value and how to enforce these principles in their everyday living. 
Other guides—such as A New Negro for a New Century edited by Booker T. Washington, 
Fannie Barrier Williams, and N. B. Wood (1900); Who’s Who of the Colored Race:  A General 
Biographical Dictionary of Men and Women of African Descent, volume 1, edited by Frank 
Lincoln Mather (1915); Homespun Heroines and Other Women of Distinction, edited by Hallie 
Q. Brown (1926); and In Spite of Handicaps:  Brief Biographical Sketches with Discussion 
Outlines of Outstanding Negroes Now Living Who Are Achieving Distinction in Various Lines of 
Endeavor by Ralph W. Bullock (1927)—modeled upstanding and successful New Negroes.9  
Much like the photos in Green’s book of etiquette, these texts provide visual examples of and 
proof for the refined taste of the New Negro.  In a similar way, the Associated Publishers sold 
“Negro Pictures for the School and Home” for one dollar each.  Featuring key Negro figures 
including Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, Paul Laurence Dunbar, Du Bois, and 
James Weldon Johnson, these “11 by 14” black and white portraits could be used for instruction 
within or outside the home:  as one ad in The Crisis read, “No school or home should longer be 
without them” (“Negro Pictures” 217).  
Yet still another set of guides, yearbooks, constructed a standard set of knowledge that in 
turn establishes norms for African Americans.  Published by the Negro Year Book Publishing 
Company (based out of the Tuskegee Institute), these texts highlight and narrate recent events in 
                                                
9 In 1958, Langston Hughes published a similar guide for children:  Famous Negro Heroes of 
America.  In addition to standards such as Frederick Douglass and Harriet Tubman, Hughes 
included Esteban (“Discoverer of Arizona”), Paul Cuffe (“Seaman and Colonizer”), and Dorie 
Miller (“A Hero of Pearl Harbor”). 
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African-American culture.  Edited by Monroe N. Work, the 1925-1926 volume, for instance, 
details advancements and inventions by African Americans in categories such as education, 
health care, religion, economics, the arts, and politics from recent years, offers a narrative of 
African and African-American history, and provides various charts and graphs to measure, quite 
literally, racial progress.  The book also includes bibliographies of historical and literary texts for 
further reading; provides directories for Negro hospitals, schools, towns, newspapers, and 
churches; and lists statistics on crime, population, and mortality.  In doing so, the yearbook 
constructs a common history that New Negroes can incorporate into their modern sense of self, 
as well as share among each other.  It shows readers what information is important to the 
experience of the New Negro and how to use this information to build communities.  In other 
words, it standardizes New Negro identity by bringing together disparate information and 
creating a common text that allows readers to fashion themselves out of the experiences, 
histories, and texts it sanctions.  The yearbook even acknowledges that it “continues to be the 
standard work of reference on all matters relating [to] the Negro.  It is the most extensively used 
compendium of information on this subject.  Its circulation extends to every part of the United 
States, to Canada, the West Indies, Central America, South America, Europe, Asia and Africa” 
(Work iv). 
As these texts—by Du Bois, Green, Floyd, Gay, the Tuskegee Institute, and others—
attest, the figure of the New Negro relied on a narrow set of standards available only to certain 
members of the African-American community.  Indeed, the New Negro aesthetic manifested 
itself as an ideal of bourgeois living steeped in white values of respectability, beauty, and 
selfhood.  In his essay, “The Trope of a New Negro and the Reconstruction of the Image of the 
Black,” Henry Louis Gates, Jr. notes that the unattractive and embarrassing past of the Old 
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Negro gets “buried beneath all of the faintly smiling bourgeois countenances of the New Negroes 
awaiting only the new century to escape the recollection of enslavement” (139).  The “New 
Negro’s philosophy of self-respect” relied heavily upon a philosophy of middle-class propriety, 
and therefore, as Gates shows, artists in the early decades of the twentieth century presented—in 
language and in images—a model for New Negro appearance and identity that was fashioned to 
show white Americans that African Americans could rise above their “lowbrow” cultural past 
and acquire good taste (141).  Social uplift became a race to the top of a standardized ladder.   
Yet as Du Bois’s ideal and the guidebooks that established it as a norm illustrate, the 
New Negro was not only a classed subject position, but also a standard of gender normativity.  
Scholars have noted this bias in the literature and images of racial uplift texts.10  In “Trope of a 
New Negro,” Gates reproduces various drawings and photographs of the New Negro woman 
carefully posed and dressed to accommodate feminine bourgeois taste.  Alongside one 1904 
sketch by John Henry Adams, Jr. of a New Negro woman—young, beautiful, light-skinned—the 
caption reads:  “An admirer of Fine Art, a performer on the violin and the piano, a sweet singer, 
a writer—mostly given to essays, a lover of good books, and a home making girl, is Gussie” 
(qtd. in Gates 141).  Adams’s ideal New Negro woman not only has good taste (she is a “lover of 
good books”), but she has also been trained in the proper activities of the proper middle-class 
woman:  she plays various instruments, sings, writes, and, most importantly, cultivates the 
appropriate domesticity.  Adams goes on in his essay to describe “the colored woman today as 
she impresses herself in the world as a growing factor for good and in her beauty, intelligence, 
and character for better social recognition.  Here she is in characteristic pose, full of vigor, tender 
in affection, sweet in emotion, and strong in every attribution of mind and soul” (Adams 67).  
                                                
10 See Carby, Race Men (1998). 
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For Adams, the New Negro woman is marked by her ability to conform to the Cult of True 
Womanhood:  she must exhibit the poise, sentimentality, and modesty prized by middle-class 
America.  As Kathy Peiss surmises, “Adams could not imagine [the New Negro Woman] apart 
from the pose, expression, and features of white Victorian womanhood, the governing image of 
refinement and culture” (205-06).  And neither could most Americans. 
Just as the ideals for New Negro identity in general were standardized in various 
guidebooks and manuals, so too were these norms of black femininity.  Books such as E. Azalia 
Hackley’s The Colored Girl Beautiful (1916), confines the New Negro woman to an even 
narrower set of ideals concerning physical appearance, morality, and sexuality.  Above all, 
Hackley instructs her readers, the “colored girl beautiful” must cultivate beauty:  “Attractiveness 
in appearance is a strong factor in success.  A pleasing, even, charming personal appearance may 
be cultivated. . . . As [the Negro’s] taste and ideals of beauty conform to the accepted, so will he 
grow like these ideals and standards” (18-19).  Hackley’s definition of “attractiveness,” however, 
relies on regulating the black female body.  Hackley again and again asserts that “colored girls” 
become “beautiful” to the degree that they exercise restraint.  Managing and controlling hair is 
one of the most important signs of this control for the “Colored Girl Beautiful.”  “The Negro’s 
hair may be considered a ‘Spot’ by some,” Hackley contends, “but care and cultivation are 
changing this so-called ‘Spot’ and more care and attention will work more wonderful results” 
(36).  Hackley may insist that “Kinky hair is neither a disgraceful nor a shameful heredity.  It is 
an honorable legacy from Africa,” but in the same breath she advises, “Constant care of the hair 
will cause an improved condition of the texture which will in time be inherited” (36-37).  In 
other words, refined girls have regulated, refined hair. 
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“Talkativeness is another ‘Spot,’ and a sign of lost control,” Hackley tells her readers:  
“In public places, especially, it is a sign of ill breeding and bad taste. . . . We must remove the 
stigma of loudness and coarseness that now rests upon the race” (47).  The Negro woman must 
behave according to these restrains so that she may represent the race as well as possible:  “There 
is health as well as beauty in self control.  Culture is self control.  The Colored Girl Beautiful 
should cultivate reposefulness” (48).  Throughout the rest of her manual, Hackley details the 
ways young women should practice restraint, thereby achieving the norms of the New Negro:  
“The colored girl beautiful must learn to sit still. . . . She must train herself not to get excited.  
She must not quarrel or argue.  She must train herself to be temper-immune, and not to permit 
others to upset her equilibrium” (49).  Moreover, she “will take care of her clothes” (73), and she 
“will study the possibilities of her home and will attempt to secure the restful effects for the eye” 
(144).  Above all, she “should have some purpose in life to further race advancement” (85).  In 
doing so, she “lets the light of love and purity shine in her face and transform it, and it will 
reflect in the faces of others and make her own soul the happier” (165).  She “should,” in short, 
“be eternally feminine” (49). 
Yet as Emma Lou learns early on, embodying this eternal femininity demands blue veins 
and light skin.  Despite her desperate attempts to fashion herself as sophisticated and modern—to 
lighten her skin with harsh chemicals, cosmetics, and arsenic wafers—her body refuses to 
conform to the standards of bourgeois blackness, and thus to symbolize and “expedite social 
progress.”  Instead, she embodies the color, as one character in the novel reminds us, “of 
vaudeville comedians and jokesters . . . [and] tragedy” (146).  In doing so, Emma Lou fails as a 
New Negro woman, remaining an outsider in her own “tragedy,” divided not just from her peers, 
but also from herself.  Her blackness marks her as undesirable, even inhuman, because it does 
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not conform to a bourgeois model of beauty associated with New Negro femininity; instead, it 
more closely resembles the horrific disfigurement in Stephen Crane’s The Monster (1898).11  As 
an ugly woman who induces disgust in those around her by differing from a physical norm, then, 
Emma Lou threatens the egalitarian and progressive principles embodied by the New Negro.  
Despite her desperate efforts to blend in with the “collective progress” of the black community, 
she finds herself alone toward the end of the novel, “ugly and undistinguished” (189).  
For many devoted to racial uplift, the body determined the degree to which African 
Americans perform their racial identity.12  Moreover, this body must be encoded with certain 
markers—color, dress, manners, and speech—to be considered progressive.  During the early 
twentieth century in particular, ideals about color, class, and aesthetics converge to construct the 
New Negro as a non-threatening, beautiful, and useful member of society.  In doing so, this 
modern configuration of blackness attempts to homogenize African Americans, to make a 
respectable race out of individual characters possessing good taste.  To this end, African 
                                                
11 For discussions of monstrosity, ugliness, and blackness in The Monster, see chapter two of 
Young; and Schweik, “Disability Politics and American Literary History:  Some Suggestions.”  
Disfigurement and the black body, especially for African-American women, have been paired 
since medical science in the nineteenth century pathologized the black femininity.  Through 
figures such as “the Hottentot Venus,” who was labeled “hideous,” black women and deviant 
sexuality were in turn conflated through what were perceived as racially-dictated physical 
anomalies, such as the “primitive” genitalia of African women (Gilman 232).  See Gilman for a 
discussion of this phenomenon in Western art, medical science, and literature. 
12 Of course this location of race in the body is constantly undercut with the threat of passing, an 
act that defies the visibility and corporeality of racial identity. 
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Americans living in the early twentieth century faced enormous pressure—from essays like 
Adams’s, from various guidebooks and manuals, from the bourgeoning cosmetic industry, from 
elitist race leaders, and from periodicals like The Crisis—to conform to this standard of black 
character.  Perhaps this explains why, in Locke’s 1925 anthology, the word “beauty” appears 27 
times, “beautiful” appears 12 times, while “ugly” only appears three times, and “ugliness” not at 
all. 
 
“A Lusty Vigorous Realism” 
 Yet Locke’s wasn’t the only Harlem Renaissance writer to evade black difference.  
Seeking to distance itself from the ugly and racist past of Topsy and Sambo, modern African-
American literature shied away from depictions of black life that emphasized their difference 
from a national, white norm.  After all, it remained the duty of the modern Negro writer to 
portray African Americans as good Americans with dignity, beauty, and sophistication.  Unlike 
“Ante-bellum literature [that] imposed the distortions of moralistic controversy and made the 
Negro a wax-figure of the market place,” or “post-bellum literature [that] retaliated with the 
condescending reactions of sentiment and caricature, and made the Negro a genre stereotype,” 
William Braithwaite announced in Locke’s New Negro anthology, literature of the twentieth 
century would provide “Sustained, serious or deep study of Negro life and character” (29).  
Artists and writers thus eschewed the sentimental and melodramatic in favor of the realist.  
Realism, many believed, would rescue the Negro from exaggerated and degrading 
representations of the past, exposing well-worn stereotypes as false.  It’s a refrain that writers 
return to again and again in Locke’s 1925 anthology:  “The popular melodrama has about played 
itself out, and it is time to scrap the fictions, garret the bogeys and settle down to a realistic 
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facing of facts,” Locke announced (“New Negro” 5).  In another essay, he triumphantly declares, 
“reason and realism have cured us of sentimentality:  instead of the wail and appeal, there is 
challenge and indictment” (“Negro Youth Speaks” 52).  “American art in a reawakened 
seriousness,” Braithwaite adds, “and using the technique of the new realism, is gradually 
penetrating Negro life to the core” (34).  In turn, Locke celebrates this “objective attitude toward 
life,” this “new aesthetic” that has allowed artists to “[shake] themselves free from the minstrel 
tradition” (“Negro Youth Speaks” 48, 49, 48).  “Through their work, these younger artists have 
declared for a lusty vigorous realism,” Locke continues, “to defeat the “cautious moralism and 
guarded idealizations” of the previous generation of African-American writers and artists 
(“Negro Youth Speaks” 50).  Realism is an important part of the New Negro aesthetic, not just in 
the sense that it promises to ward off false depictions of blackness, but also in the sense that it 
will allow artists—both black and white—to imagine complex African-American characters, 
characters who have psychological and emotional depth.  In this way, the New Negro will 
become the new realism and reality for and of African Americans.  “[T]he Negro to-day wishes 
to be known for what he is,” Locke concludes, “even in his faults and shortcomings, and scorns a 
craven and precarious survival at the price of seeming to be what he is not” (“New Negro” 11).  
Yet just how to manifest this realism in literary texts proved to be, at best, polemical.  
What aesthetic best portrayed the New Negro:  the folk?  The avant-garde?  The primitivist?  The 
proletarian?  Writers debated these styles and strategies in critical venues such as Du Bois’s 1926 
series, “The Negro in Art:  How Shall He Be Portrayed,” yet failed to reach a consensus.  Yet 
one style did emerge that seemed to fit all the characteristics, decorum, and sensibility of the 
New Negro as modeled by Du Bois and as standardized in popular print culture.  The genteel 
realism of writers such as Nella Larsen and Jessie Fauset, following in the tradition of Charles 
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Chesnutt and Pauline Hopkins, disclosed the life of the black middle class, legitimizing it as an 
identity and style of New Negro literature.  In novels such as Quicksand, Passing (1929), There 
Is Confusion, and Plum Bun (1928), Larsen and Fauset narrated African-American middle-class 
families, tastes, and morals.  They constructed complex, educated, and emotionally deep middle-
class characters who dealt with middle-class problems.  By giving personality and character to 
the New Negro figure, the black novel of manners psychologized a norm that, until then, had 
simply circulated throughout American culture as another “type” of Negro.  Moreover, like Silas 
Floyd’s Short Stories for Colored People Old and Young, novels like Passing and Plum Bun 
instructed readers on the mores of the black middle class; they gave lessons, albeit less didactic, 
about appropriate bourgeois living, yet did so not through the charts and photographs of Green’s 
etiquette manual, but through the conventions of plot, character, and narrative. 
 Fauset in particular emerged as a significant documenter of the black middlebrow during 
the Harlem Renaissance.  The literary editor for The Crisis from 1919 to 1926, Fauset graduated 
Phi Beta Kappa from Cornell in 1905, taught high school French for over a decade, and shaped 
the Renaissance more than she has been credited for.  Indeed, “There is no telling what she 
would have done had she been a man, given her first-rate mind and formidable efficiency at any 
task,” writes David Levering Lewis (121).  Writing “about handsome people of breeding,” 
Fauset “recoiled violently from anything out of keeping with her prim upbringing and racial 
sensitivities” (Lewis 122, 123).  In A Long Way from Home (1937), Claude McKay commented 
that Fauset “belonged to that closed and decorous circle of Negro society, which consists of 
persons who live proudly like the better class of conventional whites, except that they do so on 
much less money” (91).  “Prim and dainty as a primrose,” Fauset composed “fastidious and 
precious” novels “about the people in her circle,” McKay remembered (92, 91):  “Could there be 
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more commendable prescription for the Americans than the bitter black imitation of white life?  
Not a Fannie Hurst syrup-and-pancake hash, but the real meat” (91-92).  Later reception of 
Fauset’s novels proved just as critical:  in Reconstructing Womanhood:  The Emergence of the 
Afro-American Woman Novelist (1987), Hazel Carby describes the writer as “an ideologue for an 
emergent middle class” who “represented . . . a middle-class code of morality and behavior that 
structured the existence of her characters and worked as a code of appropriate social behavior for 
her readers” (173, 167).  “Fauset’s intellectual contribution was the development of an ideology 
for an emerging black middle class,” Carby argues, “which would establish it as being 
acceptably urbane and civilized and which would distinguish it from the rural influx” (167).  
Throughout her career, and even as she was being recovered by feminist critics later in the 
century, Fauset endured harsh criticism for her representations of African-American life—for 
making it too similar to white America, thus alienating readers who could not relate to the 
drawing rooms and decorum of her fiction.   
Indeed, as promising as her first novel, There Is Confusion (1924), was, Fauset had 
trouble finding an audience.  In reality, despite the prevalence of the middle-class Negro in 
American culture during the 1920s, novels about this ideal often repelled audiences that had 
become calibrated to the shock and exoticism of more experimental New Negro writing.  “Jessie 
Fauset initially had difficulty in finding a publisher for her third novel The Chinaberry Tree,” 
Sharon L. Jones explains, “because readers at the Frederick A. Stokes publishing company 
viewed the novel as an inaccurate portrayal of African Americans due to the absence of 
primitivistic and exotic images as signified by best-selling novels such as Carl Van Vechten’s 
Nigger Heaven (1926) and Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem (1928)” (44-45).  “Her portraits of 
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affluent and fashionable black life,” Elaine Showalter sums up, “had no ready-made audience” 
(323). 
 Perhaps “the conservatism of Fauset’s ideology” turned off black and white audiences, or 
perhaps these readers didn’t yet know how to incorporate this new middle-class standard into the 
long history of lowbrow representations of Negroes in art and literature (Carby, Reconstructing 
Womanhood 167).  Yet others received Fauset’s work with great enthusiasm and hope for it 
offered an alternative—and an attractive one at that—to such misrepresentations.  Du Bois, not 
surprisingly, counted her among the best of the young writers of the Renaissance.  “There are 
two books before me,” he wrote in his 1924 essay “The Younger Literary Movement,” “which, if 
I mistake not, will mark an epoch:  a novel by Jessie Fauset [There Is Confusion] and a book of 
stories and poems by Jean Toomer [Cane]” (219).  In “Negro Youth Speaks,” Locke listed 
Fauset as part of the rich “youngest generation of our Afro-American culture” (49).  
(Interestingly enough, Locke also praises Fauset’s antithesis, Claude McKay, in the same 
breath.)  Likewise, Thomas L. Oxley lauds Fauset in his essay, “Survey of Negro Literature, 
1760-1926,” as one of “dozens of . . . writers possessing a remarkable scope of originality and 
power” (343).  George Schuyler also considered Fauset a young, impressive talent:  “There are 
two women novelists in Harlem who are delightful exceptions to the prevailing vogue [of “sewer 
sensationalism and misguided primitivism”],” he wrote in 1929 under a pseudonym:  “Nella 
Larsen and Jessie Fauset have always had as their primary purpose the presentation of aesthetic 
truth.  We look cheerfully toward an increasing skill and vision in these writers; and toward 
novels which will augment that public in which their art has created ‘the willing suspension of 
disbelief’” (Jacobs 377).  Fauset attracted these critics because her fiction emphasized 
similarities—rather than differences—between white and black America. 
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In more recent years, scholars have repositioned Fauset within the Renaissance, shedding 
their middlebrow bias and realizing the political prowess of her fiction that many other critics 
recognized.  It would seem that the genteel interiors of Fauset’s novels often confused readers 
and critics.  Could a middlebrow novel that instructed readers in middle-class respectability also 
critique gender, class, and racial norms?  For Fauset it did.  Quoting a letter from Fauset to Du 
Bois, Jaime Harker notes that “Whatever similarities Fauset’s program might share with middle-
class values were, in her mind, simply incidental, for ‘the reason we adopt such and such criteria 
which are also adopted by the Anglo Saxon, is because these criteria are the best, and not 
essentially because they are white.’  In other words, Fauset felt her combination of middlebrow 
authorship and progressive, middle-class activism was as black as the blues” (64).  Situating 
Fauset as a middlebrow writer whose “genteel literary sensibility” and “middle-class ethos” did 
not exclude her from the larger Renaissance project of “creat[ing] an autonomous black culture” 
(66), Harker argues that Fauset’s “writing was not a failure of the New Negro philosophy but the 
product of conscious choices.  It points to another Harlem Renaissance, one less concerned with 
formal innovation and cultural rebellion than with the needs and pleasures of ‘race’ men and 
women.  Jessie Fauset’s Harlem Renaissance challenges cultural, aesthetic, and racial 
assumptions on which much of our contemporary critical tradition depends” (54-55).  Indeed, as 
Cherene Sherrard-Johnson notes, Fauset “did not silently accept characterizations of her writings 
as old-fashioned, assimilationist, and sentimental” (51); nevertheless, she dedicated her career to 
creating portraits of well-to-do, genteel, middle-class African Americans.  “On the one hand, her 
work seems to criticize elitist, black middle-class communities that isolate themselves from the 
black underclass or align with the white patriarchal power structure,” Sherrard-Johnson 
continues; “on the other hand, her exploration of class, race, and gender in Plum Bun betrays her 
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uneasy investment in ladyhood” (57).  Although dedicated to racial uplift through positive 
representations of African Americans, Fauset understood that such images nonetheless often 
rested on problematic and limiting identity categories.  She thus struggled in her fiction to use 
the middle class as a means to break through those stereotypes while maintaining the radical 
potential of a New Negro middlebrow aesthetic. 
 We can see Fauset work out this complex middle-class aesthetic in Plum Bun, published 
in 1928, just before Thurman published The Blacker the Berry.  Fauset’s “Novel without a 
Moral” tells the story of Angela Murray, a light-skinned, middle-class, educated, young New 
Negro woman who excels at French and drawing.  Unlike her sister, Virginia, “Angela had 
received not only her mother’s creamy complexion and her soft cloudy, chestnut hair, but she 
had taken from Junius [her father] the aquiline nose, the gift of some remove Indian ancestor 
which gave to his face and his eldest daughter’s that touch of chiseled immobility” (14).  Angela 
soon learns to use these inherited traits to her advantage from her mother, who takes young 
Angela passing with her on the streets of Philadelphia.  In doing so, Angela learns from “the 
possibilities for joy and freedom which seemed to her inherent in mere whiteness” (14).  She also 
learns the standards of bourgeois taste from her mother, who “loved pretty clothes . . . shops 
devoted to the service of women; she enjoyed being even on the fringe of a fashionable 
gathering.  A satisfaction that was almost ecstatic seized her when she drank tea in the midst of 
modishly gowned women in a stylish tea-room.  It pleased her to stand in the foyer of a great 
hotel or of the Academy of Music and to be part of the whirling, humming, palpitating gaiety” 
(15).  Indeed, Angela learns early on “that the great rewards of life—riches, glamour, pleasure,—
are for white-skinned people only” (17); this in turn leads her “to feel a faint pity for her 
unfortunate relatives [who are darker] and also to feel that coloured people were to be considered 
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fortunate only in the proportion in which they measured up to the physical standards of white 
people” (18).  It’s little surprise, then, that when Angela moves to New York after her parents 
die, she decides to live her life as a white woman.  Continuing to cultivate the refined taste her 
mother instilled in her, Angela (now Angèle Mory) takes up painting classes, falls in with a 
“high-brow” group, and in love with a rich, white man.  She even enjoys tea at the Ritz:  “Angela 
looked about the warm, luxurious room at the serene, luxurious women, the super-groomed, 
super-deferential, tremendously confident men.  She sighed.  ‘I love all this, love it’” (125). 
 Instead of keeping Angela on this superficial level, Fauset fleshes out her portrait of this 
young New Negro woman by lending her emotional complexity and psychological depth.  As the 
narrator focalizes the inner-workings of Angela’s mind while she mediates over her affairs—her 
fidelity to her race and decision to pass; her fraught relationship to her sister; and her attachments 
to various lovers—the novel demonstrates the logic, intelligence, and mental flexibility of the 
New Negro woman.  In one particular weighted moment towards the end of the book, Angela 
wonders:  “What would happen? . . . Evidently, there was no end to the problems into which this 
matter of colour could involve one, some of them merely superficial, as in this instance, some of 
them gravely physical.  Her head ached with the futility of trying to find a solution to these 
interminable puzzles” (337).  Even as she broods over these problems, Angela does so in 
sophisticated ways:  she uses Standard English with dots of French and other foreign phrases 
(“en rapport” [293]), alluding to French writers (Anatole France), and quoting poems in times of 
duress.  She remembers, for instance, “a verse from a poet, a coloured woman about whom she 
had often wondered.  The lines ran:  ‘The strong demand, contend, prevail. / The beggar is a 
fool!’” (207).  In keeping with the counsel of these lines, Angela resolves, “She would never be a 
beggar” (207).  In another instance, the character Anthony Cross recites passages from 
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Browning’s “Two in the Roman Compagna” to advise Angela (142-43).  Fauset’s bourgeois 
heroine even consults a middle-class handbook:  “She thought of two poems that she had read in 
‘Hart’s Class-Book,’ an old, old book of her father’s” which read:  “He either fears his fate too 
much / Or his deserts are small, / Who dares not put it to the touch / For fear of losing all” (178).  
The other reads:  “He who fights and runs away / Shall live to fight another day / But he who is 
in battle slain / Has fallen ne’er to rise again” (178).13  By seamlessly interweaving canonical 
literature, great writers, and middlebrow handbooks with her own narrative, Fauset turns the 
ideal of the New Negro woman (as portrayed by Du Bois, Adams, Hackley, and others) into a 
character, an individual who struggles to navigate gender, racial, and class differences in the 
modern American System and who does so by consulting the texts of her privileged class 
position. 
 This middlebrow ethos Fauset develops continues when Angela visits Harlem.  Instead of 
exposing the sordid and unbecoming underside of Harlem life, as McKay and Thurman do, 
Fauset chooses to portray it in its best, most bourgeois light.  Still passing as white, Angela 
was amazed and impressed at this bustling, frolicking, busy, laughing great city 
within a greater one.  She had never seen coloured life so thick, so varied, so 
complete.  Moreover, just as this city reproduced in microcosm all the important 
features of any metropolis, so undoubtedly life up here was just the same, she 
thought dimly, as life anywhere else.  Not all these people, she realized, glancing 
                                                
13 John S. Hart, professor of rhetoric and English language and literature, published a series of 
anthologies and textbooks in the nineteenth century geared for middle-class audiences.  These 
included Class Book of Poetry (1844), A Manual of English Literature (1872), and A Manual of 
American Literature (1873). 
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keenly at the throngs of black and brown, yellow and white faces about her were 
servants or underlings or end men.  She saw a beautiful woman all brown and red 
dressed as exquisitely as anyone she had seen on Fifth Avenue.  A man’s sharp, 
high-bred face etched itself on her memory,—the face of a professional man 
perhaps,—it might be an artist. (96) 
While Fauset here acknowledges the “varied” life of Harlem, she nevertheless focuses her 
narrative on its “beautiful,” “high-bred” features.  Later, when Angela goes to Harlem to see a 
lecture by the great intellectual Van Meier (a thinly-veiled Du Bois), she observes:  “There sat 
the most advanced coloured Americans, beautifully dressed, beautifully trained, whimsical, 
humorous, bitter, impatiently responsible, yet still responsible” (216).  Certainly Angela’s (and 
Fauset’s) view of Harlem varies from the view of McKay, Van Vechten, and, as we shall soon 
see, Thurman. 
In her characterization of Angela, her rich realist narrative, and her attractive descriptions 
of Harlem, Fauset represents African-American life and identity as sophisticated, tasteful, and 
pleasant, conforming to the standards of New Negro norms.  While Plum Bun exposes gender 
and racial double standards that plague African Americans in the early twentieth century, and 
while I believe Harker is right to claim that “Jessie Fauset’s Harlem Renaissance challenges 
cultural, aesthetic, and racial assumptions,” we must nevertheless acknowledge that Fauset 
chooses to make these challenges and critiques with distinctly middlebrow characters, in 
middlebrow settings, with middlebrow tastes.  In doing so, she narrates the life of the black 
bourgeoisie, rounding out the “type” established by those, like Du Bois, who prized the middle-
class as the standard of New Negro living in the twentieth century. 
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Redefining the New Negro 
In The Blacker the Berry, Thurman gives us a black novel of manners gone awry.  Emma 
Lou’s “ugly and undistinguished” appearance upsets, challenges, refutes, and revises the kind of 
aesthetic that Du Bois idealized, that etiquette manuals and handbooks instructed, and that other 
Harlem Renaissance writers like Fauset narrated, exposing it as a kind of naïve and elitist 
idealism.  As a darker, yet truer depiction of black living, Emma Lou’s story reveals, both 
literally and figuratively, unpleasant truths about colorism and classism within the black 
community—truths many preferred to keep out of modern art and literature of the Renaissance.  
“Almost as soon as blacks could write, it seems, they set out to redefine—against already 
received racist stereotypes—who and what a black person was, and how unlike the racist 
stereotype the black original indeed actually could be,” Gates writes:  “To counter these racist 
stereotypes, white and black writers erred on the side of nobility, and posited equally fictitious 
black archetypes” (131).  Although pitched as a modern, realistic symbol that would overwrite 
previous grotesque, sentimental, and melodramatic images of African Americans, the New 
Negro proved to be just another “equally fictitious black archetype.”  As “modern” as the New 
Negro aesthetic and ethos seemed, it merely pandered—just as the Old Negro did—to white 
bourgeois tastes and aesthetic values.  Few Harlem Renaissance writers voiced this opinion more 
vociferously than Thurman, who openly criticized the colorist standardization of the New Negro 
and of the Renaissance more generally. 
Thurman specifically attacks the Harlem Renaissance’s normalization of middle-class 
respectability, which he viewed as a direct threat to the individualism of the artist.  “His rejection 
of the genteel tradition of Victorian bourgeois attitudes connected him to the new temper of 
scepticism which scorned middle-class values and advocated intellectual, artistic, and sexual 
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freedom,” writes Eleonore van Notten (19).  Like one of his greatest mentors, H. L. Mencken, 
Thurman “[lashed] out against the old guard’s idealistic interpretation of black life as best 
represented artistically in middle-class respectability” (van Notten 118).14  Indeed, Thurman’s 
belief in the individual; his disgust with the booboisie; “his loathing of sentimentality and 
provincialism; and his criticism of traditional middle-class morality and respectability” reveal 
Mencken’s direct influences on the young writer (111).15  Thurman’s reviews and essays 
throughout the 1920s reject literary and racial unity.  “Now, the Negro is supposedly 
experiencing a cultural and spiritual renaissance, supposedly emerging from restricted zones to 
air himself in the more exclusive, the more esoteric ateliers,” he wrote in 1926:  “He is supposed 
to be developing a new type, which type is in turn destined to be a very serious contender in the 
universal race struggle for supremacy” (“Thrush at Eve” 183).  Although he rarely outlined his 
aesthetic philosophy, Thurman refuted the literary tastes of his peers:  “All art no doubt is 
propaganda,” he wrote, countering Du Bois:  “but all propaganda is most certainly not art.  And a 
novel must, to earn the name, be more than a mere social service report, more than a thinly 
disguised dissertation on racial relationships and racial maladjustment” (“Thrush at Eve” 183).  
                                                
14 Eleonore van Notten points out that this belief in turn led to Thurman’s dismissal of and 
disgust with the black intelligentsia’s backlash against Nigger Heaven:  “The uniform rejection 
of Van Vechten’s novel,” van Notten writes, “by this group indicates, in Thurman’s estimation, a 
tragic preoccupation with respectability.  This obsession, he asserts, is primarily motivated by a 
pathological yearning for the approval of whites and by an uncritical acceptance of a Victorian 
Anglo-American value system” (148). 
15 See van Notten chapter three, “Wallace Thurman:  Menckenite” (94-130) on Mencken’s 
influence on Thurman, as well as Thaggert 93-99. 
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To “earn” merit, then, literature must reject “the idealistic depictions of the inauthentic, 
imitative, genteel black middle class” by not “[shying] away from the more grotesque realities of 
Harlem low-life” (van Notten 142).  Unlike Du Bois, who admonished the depiction of this 
“low-life,” Thurman believed it necessary to the truth of modern black living; this is, in part, 
why Thurman (at first) vigorously defended Carl Van Vechten’s infamous Nigger Heaven:  
Thurman sided with Langston Hughes’s call to “express our individual dark-skinned selves 
without fear or shame” (1513), and believed that doing anything less would prevent African-
American progress by acquiescing to racist aesthetic values.  “The time has come when the 
Negro artist can be his true self and pander to the stupidities of no one, either white or black,” 
Thurman angrily argued in a response to Du Bois’s review of Rudolph Fisher’s The Walls of 
Jericho in 1928:  “The entire universe is the writer’s province and so are all the people therein, 
even lower class Negroes, and if they happen to attract the writer there is no reason why he 
shouldn’t write about them” (“High, Low, Past” 219).   
 Thurman saw the way out of Du Bois’s elitist aesthetic by embracing a radically honest 
and unapologetic realism.  Unlike other Harlem Renaissance writers, Thurman expressed few 
qualms about representing the sordid parts of black life.  In “Harlem:  A Vivid World Picture of 
the World’s Greatest Negro City,” published in American Monthly in May 1927, Thurman 
describes Harlem as a vibrant, if untraditional, mish-mash: 
There is an urgence [sic] in the air, an urgence mad and rhythmic, and urgence 
inspiring folk to laugh and to walk, to smile and to loiter.  Seventh Avenue is a 
hodge podge of color and forms, flowing along to the tune of jazz rhythms.  
Lenox Avenue is a defeated dung heap flung out to cover the subway underneath.  
Fifth Avenue is filthy and stark. . . .  
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 Harlem is not to be seen.  Or heard.  It must be felt.  Life there is deeper 
than laughing externalities, bold fronts, and grim exteriors.  Behind a brownstone 
front may be a clay brick rear.  In a sordid tenement may be found a well 
appointed drawing room. . . .  
 There is filth in Harlem.  There is filth all over New York.  There is 
starvation and wealth and food and sickness and death.  People are dispossessed, 
their belongings piled on the pavement. . . . Baby perambulators choke narrow 
hallways.  Svelte motor hearses mingle with the traffic.  Ambulances crash by.  
Harlem is a ghetto struggling for more room and for more air.  Harlem is a ghetto 
possible only in New York.  Harlem is the capital of black America, the greatest 
Negro center in the world. (33) 
Harlem is intoxicating and alive, Thurman argues, not because it is beautiful, but because it is “a 
defeated dung heap”—a “filthy,” “grim,” “sordid,” and overcrowded “ghetto.”  Its scuffed up 
aesthetic lends Harlem an authenticity that Thurman finds animating and invigorating.16  Rather 
                                                
16 Apparently Thurman was in the minority when it came to prizing Harlem’s grimy aesthetics.  
He notes in another 1927 essay about Harlem, “Negro Life in New York’s Harlem:  A Lively 
Picture of a Popular and Interesting Section,” that the streets of Harlem are “lined with ordinary, 
undistinguished tenement and apartment houses.  Some are well kept, other are run down.  There 
are only four streets that are noticeably different, 136th Street, 137th Street, 138th Street, and 139th 
Street west of Seventh Avenue and these are the only blocks in Harlem that can boast of having 
shade trees.  An improvement association organized by people living in these streets, strives to 
keep them looking respectable” (41).  Much like the City Beautiful movement, many inhabitants 
of Harlem prized the order and regulation of public space. 
   250 
than the stultifying respectability of Du Bois’s “propaganda” for the black bourgeoisie, 
Thurman’s vision of Harlem—and of people like Emma Lou—incorporates human difference as 
a style of modern realism.  It is not tragedy that fuels this ugliness (or Emma Lou’s), but the 
reality, the messiness of everyday life.  
Yet Thurman also acknowledges that “Life there is not stable and monotonous”:  “Rather 
it is moving, colorful, and richly studded with contrasting elements and contradictory types” 
(“Harlem Facets” 35).  Like many Americans in the 1920s, however, Thurman soon observes the 
deadening effects of standardization under the American System in Harlem and shares Hughes’s 
concern that this increasing conformity of African Americans to white America will erase 
difference:  “[V]ery few white people really know how like them the American Negro has 
become,” he bitterly wrote in his November 1927 essay, “Harlem Facets” (35).  “If his skin 
coloring is becoming more white, his mind has already become white in that he thinks, acts, 
dresses and makes progress in the same way and along the same lines as does the dominating 
white element in the American environment.  Thus in Harlem we find a community as American 
as Gopher Prairie or Zenith” (35).  For Thurman, tragedy fuels a homogeneity that bothered him 
immensely because it threatens the individual and the artist.  Never one to see himself as a part 
of any larger group (whether literary or racial), Thurman resisted inclusion in any social 
movement that would restrict him to one overarching aesthetic or ethos; rather, Thurman 
preferred the freedom of the avant-garde, the decadent, the experimental.17  Unlike Hurst, 
Thurman does not find salvation from racism in middlebrow aesthetics and instead searches for a 
                                                
17 Thurman may cultivate a brutal realism in The Blacker the Berry, but in many of his other 
works, such as his poems and stories in Fire!! (1926), he produces a more experimental and 
decadent aesthetic.  See Ganter for a discussion of Thurman and European decadence.   
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way out of American standardization, which, like Mencken, Thurman aligns with mediocrity and 
stupidity.  In one of his many stinging invectives against the “strivers” or “dictys” living in 
Harlem, Thurman reports: 
This upper strata is composed of the more successful and more socially inclined 
professional folk—lawyers, doctors, dentists, druggists, politicians, beauty parlor 
proprietors and real estate dealers.  They are for the most part mulattos of light 
brown skin and have succeeded in absorbing all the social mannerisms of the 
white American middle class.  They live in the stately rows of houses on 138th 
and 139th Streets between Seventh and Eight Avenues or else in the “high-tone” 
apartment houses on Edgecombe and St. Nicholas.  They are both stupid and 
snobbish as is their class in any race.  Their most compelling if sometimes 
unconscious ambition is to be as near white as possible, and their greatest 
expenditure of energy is concentrated on eradicating any trait or characteristic 
commonly known as Negroid. 
 Their homes are expensively appointed, and comfortable.  Most of them 
are furnished in good taste, thanks to the interior decorator who was hired to do 
the job.  Their existence is one of smug complacence.  They are well satisfied 
with themselves and with their class. . . . They are also good illustrations, 
mentally, sartorially, and socially, of what the American standardizing machine 
can do to susceptible material. (“Negro Life” 45-46) 
Thurman’s angry ethnographic narrative reads remarkably like Sinclair Lewis’s fictional 
description of the depressing Babbitt home in Zenith, or of the petty townspeople in Gopher 
Prairie.  Standardizing black life—particularly color—to remove “any trait or characteristic 
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commonly known as Negroid” engenders its death.  Thurman felt that by conforming to a “smug 
complacence,” black America undid whatever artistic achievement or racial progress it achieved.  
In this way, “the American standardizing machine” threatened to homogenize the individual 
(experience) out of black art and literature, reducing the talent of African-American writers to a 
kind of black literature merely passing for white literature. 
Emma Lou alters this artistic habit, though, because Thurman refuses to allow her—and 
therefore his novel—to pass.  Emma Lou’s difference from the New Negro norm represents the 
most coherent and articulate expression of Thurman’s aesthetic by embodying the principles of 
realism, truth, and experimental aesthetics he purported throughout his short career.  With his 
heroine, Thurman creates a new kind of realism, one whose darkness does not compromise, but 
actually creates her authenticity as an emotionally complex character.  In this way, Emma Lou’s 
story turns away from the Harlem Renaissance’s fetishization of the New Negro figure, 
particularly its adherence to standards of white bourgeois class dynamics and aesthetics.  Yet 
precisely because of this break with literary traditions, Thurman’s novel was not met with many 
kind reviews.18   
Eunice Hunton Carter, a social worker and lawyer writing for Opportunity, fretted that 
“Mr. Thurman has become a devotee of the most fashionable of American literary cults, that 
dedicated to the exploitation of the vices of the Negro of the lowest stratum of society and to the 
mental debauching of Negroes in general” (162; emphasis added).  Notice that Carter uses the 
same rhetoric—“cult”—that other critics such as Frederic Harrison, H. L. Mencken, and 
Sherwood Anderson used to describe the degenerative fascination with human difference in 
modern American literature and art.  She goes on to berate Thurman for his lack of 
                                                
18 For more on reviews of The Blacker the Berry, see Cook and Daniel M. Scott III. 
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craftsmanship and realism, concluding that she finds the novel “disheartening” because “one 
wishes for the chronicles of the Negro that same finished workmanship, that same polished 
perfection that characterizes the best in Anglo-Saxon letters” (162).  “The vogue today, 
however,” she continues, “for literature by Negroes and about Negroes, is so great that there is 
no apparent incentive or compulsion to conform to any academic standards in the matter of 
construction, expression or finish” (162-63; emphasis added).  She criticizes Thurman, in other 
words, for not adhering to the respectable aesthetic of the New Negro that drew on “the best in 
Anglo-Saxon letters”—for highlighting different from rather than sameness to white America.  
Carter was not alone in her opinions about The Blacker and Berry:  Du Bois shunned Thurman’s 
novel for focusing too narrowly on “scandalous” urban life; Scott explains that “Du Bois’s 
review—while hailing the importance of the topic of intra-racial prejudice—criticizes Thurman’s 
execution and finds the novel under-developed, confused between fact and fiction, hovering 
between depictions of low-down life and racial uplift:  ‘Indeed, there seems to be no real 
development in Emma’s character; her sex life never becomes nasty and commercial, and yet 
nothing in her seems to develop beyond sex’” (325-26). 
Emma Lou’s blackness—perceived as ugliness by those around her because it distances 
her from an African-American cultural norm—causes her to suffer.  This suffering, and the pain 
it induces in Emma Lou, allows Thurman to explore her emotional and psychological life, 
producing sympathy for her as a character.  When she visits the Angus and Brown real estate 
firm in Harlem to inquire about a secretarial job, she discovers that the women working there 
don a particular aesthetic of their own:  Emma Lou immediately notices the “powdered 
smoothness of their fair skins,” and she observes that one “looked ‘pert’ in a trim, blue suit and 
high-heeled patent leather oxfords” (89, 90).  The two women “exchanged glances” upon seeing 
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Emma Lou, causing Emma Lou to think that “she saw a quickly suppressed smile from the fairer 
of the two” (89).  Although she cannot hear the discussion between Mr. Brown and his fair-
skinned employee, Emma Lou “felt nervous” because she could hear the two “laughing” while 
“the girl at the typewriter seemed to be smiling to herself as she worked” (90).  Unexpectedly, 
Mr. Brown’s employee returns to inform Emma Lou—who “stood like a child, waiting for 
punishment and hoping all the while that it will dissipate itself in threats”—that Mr. Brown 
already “has some one else in view for the job” (91).   
Although it its not explicitly stated, the narrative makes it clear that Emma Lou’s dark 
appearance—in contrast to the fair complexions of the young secretaries—marks her as 
inappropriate for the job.  Indeed, the young woman’s choice of words—“has some one else in 
view for the job”—emphasizes the importance of appearance in the office of a black 
professional.  Simply put:  Emma Lou does not look respectable enough to represent the firm.  
Disappointed and disoriented—“What could she say?  What should she say?”—Emma Lou 
staggers out of the office, practically blinded by the glaring whiteness of the windows of the 
building across the street, “gleaming reflectors of the mounting sun” (91).  These painful 
moments build sympathy for Emma Lou in her desperation, as well as disgust for the black 
professional class that refuses to hire her based solely on her skin color.  Scenes like these in the 
novel (and there are many) transfer the disgust of Emma Lou’s blackness onto those—
particularly the black bourgeoisie—who feel repulsion in response to her ugliness.  The narrative 
builds disgust around Mr. Brown here—instead of around Emma Lou—for discriminating 
against her.  This is the revolutionary work of Thurman’s writing:  in exposing the racist 
snobbery of the black bourgeoisie, the novel feels for its heroine.  It re-focuses our disgust on the 
intra-racism of the black community. 
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Yet at times the narrative also becomes frustrated with and disgusted by Emma Lou’s 
own internalization of these bourgeois values—for instance, when Emma Lou corrects Hazel’s 
grammar while standing in line in the bursar’s office.  When Hazel asks, “‘Is you a new 
student?’” Emma Lou coolly answers, “‘I am,’ . . . putting much emphasis on the ‘I am’” (40).  
After all, “She wanted the white people who were listening to know that she knew her grammar 
if this other person didn’t.  ‘Is you,’ indeed!  If this girl was a specimen of the Negro students 
with whom she was to associate, she most certainly did not want to meet another one” (40).  As 
Emma Lou grows more and more embarrassed by Hazel, she finds “herself unable to sympathize 
with” her, and resolves that she “must get away from her offensive companion” (42, 43).  “What 
did she care,” the narrative focalizes, “if she had to hurt her feelings to do so.  The more insulting 
she could be now, the less friendly she would have to be in the future” (43).  Despite Hazel’s 
own obnoxious behavior, Emma Lou comes off as selfish, immature, and snobby—and she is not 
the better for it.  Indeed, by indulging in this unpleasant behavior, Emma Lou begins to turn any 
sympathetic readers against her—so much so, that when Emma Lou worries that “She didn’t 
know whether to be sorry for the girl and try to help her or to be disgusted and avoid her” (45), it 
is not entirely clear if this is intended to describe Emma Lou’s feelings for Hazel, or the reader’s 
feelings for Emma Lou. 
In Harlem, Alva ponders the same question about Emma Lou after the evening at the 
Lafayette where they see the Topsy-like dancer.  Having already been exposed to Emma Lou’s 
insecurities at a rent party where she grew paranoid that “She wasn’t sure that they weren’t all 
poking fun at her” (147), Alva cannot help but show his disgust in response to her insecurities.  
On the way home, Emma Lou accuses Alva of “always taking me some place, or placing me in 
some position where I’ll be insulted” (175).  “I suppose I should have gone down on the stage 
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and biffed one of the comedians on the jaw?” Alva responds, wondering, “How you can say they 
were making fun of you” (179).  His suggestion that she may be “a trifle too color-conscious” 
sends Emma Lou into a frenzied tirade that in turn infuriates Alva and finally causes him to 
expose his disgust with her:  “you’re a damn fool,” he yells, “It’s always color, color, color. . . . 
You’re not the only black person in this world.  There are gangs of them right here in Harlem, 
and I don’t see them going around a-moaning’ ‘cause they ain’t half white” (179-80).  Alva’s 
frustrated outburst in many ways provides a much-needed release of the irritation that the 
narrative builds around Emma Lou’s self-loathing.19  Rather than turn the reader against Emma 
Lou, however, Alva’s repulsion augments the novel’s disgust for Du Boisian middlebrow 
aesthetics that prize the normativity of light skin and blue veins.  In other words:  we care that 
Emma Lou disparages her blackness and we want her somehow to see that being dark isn’t the 
“tragedy” she makes it out to be.  The novel roots for Emma Lou to overcome this repulsive 
internalization of race hatred, celebrating when she has an epiphany that she must accept herself 
as she is.  In the end, Thurman’s novel demonstrates how the pain and suffering Emma Lou 
endures by not conforming to the New Negro norm allow her to grow past the other characters in 
the novel—Hazel, Alva, et al.—to become a real example of (black) subjectivity. 
The Blacker the Berry uses blackness to illustrate Emma Lou’s distance from the New 
Negro norm, and in doing so it offers this aesthetic as a refuge from discrimination and despair.  
Because of her insecurities about her appearance, Emma Lou remains isolated and alone 
throughout most of the novel.  That is, until, she reunites with a former lover, the “death-like” 
and drunken Alva, and his deformed “monstrosity” of a baby Alva Junior, at the end of the book 
(193, 192).  Together, these three form an odd trio of freakish outcasts from the black 
                                                
19 See Ngai on irritation and another Harlem Renaissance text, Nella Larsen’s Quicksand. 
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community, and from the literary world of the Harlem Renaissance.  Along with Emma Lou, 
Alva and his child defy the New Negro aesthetic with their grotesque bodies:  Alva has stopped 
bathing and “was less interested in looking well.  He didn’t bother about his clothes as much as 
before, his almond-shaped eyes become more narrow, and the gray parchment conquered the 
yellow in his skin and gave him a death-like pallor” (193).  Alva Junior, meanwhile, caused 
those around him, including his own mother, Alva’s mistress Geraldine, to become repulsed 
upon the sight of him:  Geraldine even “had a struggle with herself, trying to keep from 
smothering it” (192).  This monster of a child, at a year old, “neither talked nor walked”:  its 
“head had grown out of all proportion to its body” and it has both a “shriveled arm and deformed 
foot” as well as “insanely large and vacant eyes” and “thick grinning lips” (192).  In their sickly 
and deformed states, Alva and Alva, Jr. symbolize the opposite of the vigor, intellect, and 
character African-American leaders sought to model, but they provide Emma Lou a place (or a 
community) where human difference forms the basis for inclusion and equality rather than 
exclusion and humiliation.  Indeed, this grotesque family has profoundly positive effects on all 
three members:  within six months, Emma Lou has “managed to make little Alva Junior take on 
some of the physical aspects of a normal child” (208), and to nurse Alva Senior back to the 
“loving and kind” disposition he had “during the first days of their relationship” (209).  Emma 
Lou changes, too:  as she nurses both back to health, she grows into a caring and compassionate 
person, no longer narcissistically obsessed with her dark skin.  She suddenly becomes an 
attractive character, one to emulate and admire, rather than pity.  As the novel narrates this 
personal transformation in Emma Lou, again, it transfers the disgust aimed at her black body to 
those who discriminate against it.  Disgust in the novel applies now not to Emma Lou’s dark 
skin, but to the prejudice of those who see it as grotesque.   
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In this way, Emma Lou transforms disgust as a matter of taste into a matter of morality; 
disgust may divide people into communities based on shared, albeit discriminatory tastes, but it 
also animates moral and ethical judgments.  Disgust, William Miller writes, “unite[s] the world 
of impartial spectators into a moral community, as cosharers of the same sentiments” (195).  In 
directing disgust at those who would exclude his heroine, Thurman creates not just a new form 
of democratic taste that accommodates human difference, but he also forms a “moral 
community” based on an ethics of equality.  Indeed, the characters that espouse these 
discriminatory aesthetics prove more repulsive than Emma Lou, who now triggers waves of 
sympathy, even guilt, rather than disgust.  The novel thus recycles the unproductive, 
undemocratic, and exclusionary disgust aimed at Emma Lou, and reuses it to fuel a productive, 
democratic, and inclusive taste that accepts her as “ugly and undistinguished.”  Herein lies the 
political transformative work of the novel’s aesthetics:  difference, not standardization provides 
the norm of a democratic ethics which in turn allows Emma Lou, finally, to find a community of 
her own. 
 
Thurman’s “Pyrrhic Victory” 
However promising ugliness appears by the end of the novel as a progressive aesthetic, it 
ultimately fails Emma Lou for as soon as Thurman constructs this grotesque democracy, he 
dismantles it:  Alva returns to his drunken ways, abusing and manipulating Emma Lou who has 
now taken on the role as “Alva Junior’s black mammy” (215).  Finding herself reduced to an 
ugly stereotype, Emma Lou delves into an even deeper depression and bout of self-loathing.  
This misery prompts her to have an epiphany, to realize that “it was necessary that she do 
something about herself and her life and do it immediately” (216).  Invigorated by the advice of 
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Campbell Kitchen, the husband of Emma Lou’s new employer whom Thurman modeled after 
Carl Van Vechten, Emma Lou realizes that “every one must find salvation within one’s self, that 
no one in life need be a total misfit, and that there was some niche for every peg, whether that 
peg be round or square”:  “For the first time in her life she felt that she must definitely come to 
some conclusion about her life and govern herself accordingly.  After all, she wasn’t the only 
black girl alive.  There were thousands on thousands who, like her, were plain, untalented, 
ordinary, and who, unlike herself, seemed to live in some degree of comfort” (216).  This scene 
marks the birth of Emma Lou as a fully realized subject; in accepting her “condition,” she takes 
responsibility for her successes and failures, and stops playing the victim—or “total misfit”—in 
her own “tragedy.”  By understanding that she had treated others with the same prejudice she 
herself had experienced, Emma Lou begins to think outward instead of focusing so intently 
inward on her own body and its implications to those she wished to impress: 
It was clear to her now what a complete fool she had been.  It was clear to her at 
last that she had exercised the same discrimination against her men and the people 
she wished for friends that they had exercised against her—and with less reason. . 
. . It served her right that Alva had used her once for the money she could give 
him and again as a black mammy for his child.  That was the price she had had to 
pay for getting what she thought she wanted. (218-19) 
In accepting the part she plays in her own social alienation, Emma Lou understands that she must 
likewise accept the body that leads to this outcasting:  “what she needed to do now was to accept 
her black skin as being real and unchangeable” and to “begin life anew, always fighting, not so 
much for acceptance by other people but for acceptance of herself by herself” (217).  Instead of 
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fighting against this body and the ways in which is negatively signifies in black culture, Emma 
Lou accepts it on the behalf of her own personhood. 
To do this, however, Emma Lou knows she must abandon this newfound community of 
human difference with Alva and the baby:  “she also knew that she must leave him if she was to 
make her self-proposed adjustment. . . . She was determined to fight against Alva’s influence 
over her, fight even though she lost, for she reasoned that even in losing she would win a pyrrhic 
victory and thus make her life less difficult in the future, for having learned to fight future battles 
would be easy” (218).  Rushing home to their apartment, Emma Lou finds what she perceives to 
be a disgusting scene of debauchery and sexual deviance unfolding:  “Alva, face a death mask, 
sitting on the bed embracing an effeminate boy whom she knew as Bobbie, and who drew 
hurriedly away from Alva as he saw her.  There were four other boys in the room, all in varied 
states of drunkenness—all laughing boisterously at some obscene witticism” (219).  Suppressing 
“a shudder,” Emma Lou calmly and resolutely gathers her belongings and “to the blasphemous 
accompaniment of Alva berating Bobbie for wishing to leave, finished packing her clothes, not 
stopping even when Alva Junior’s cries deafened her, and caused the people in the next room to 
stir uneasily” (221).  Here the novel ends, not with a triumphant moment of liberation, but with 
an uncomfortable, if not grotesque, scene of abandonment.  There is something completely 
unsatisfying—and unsettling—about the novel ending on this note of unease with the cries of a 
young, helpless child echoing in the background, especially considering Emma Lou’s complete 
devotion to Alva Junior in the preceding pages:  indeed, she had cared for Alva’s child with great 
love and tenderness, even taking him “Twice a week” to “the clinic where he had violet ray sun 
baths and oil massages” (208).  As Emma Lou rejects Alva Jr., then, the novel rejects a new 
modernist genre of human difference. 
   261 
Emma Lou’s flight from this scene of grotesque domesticity frees her from the burden 
Alva and Alva Junior had become, but it also comes at a cost—the eponymous “Pyrrhic Victory” 
of the final section of the novel.  As “a kind of failure,” the ending of The Blacker the Berry 
teaches Emma Lou and readers that “even the most noble human actions cannot provide 
unalloyed satisfaction” (Ganter 100n9).  Emma Lou finds this domestic life with Alva and Alva 
Junior to be even more confining and debilitating than life on her own, and she abandons it so 
that she may—true to Thurman’s own philosophies—cultivate the life of the individual.  Emma 
Lou’s epiphany causes her to turn inwards, in the end—away from the responsibilities of 
adulthood—and towards the self-preserving practices that will sustain her in the face of 
overwhelming ridicule and prejudice.  “Late in part 5 Thurman seems to be moving toward a 
resolution in which Emma Lou will find her self-identity through self-sacrifice within this 
complex racial community [of Harlem],” Martha Cook argues:  “Instead, Emma Lou moves 
forward in a search for her inner self that transcends community” (141-42)—or that rejects it.  
Thurman here not only casts off the role of black woman as nurturer and caregiver for his 
heroine, but also as the foundation of the black community.  That Emma Lou leaves out of self-
preservation is clear, but her epiphany rejects the roles available to her as an African-American 
woman.  In abandoning Alva and Alva Junior, Emma Lou likewise abandons her (potential) 
place in the black community—a place she has been trying desperately to secure throughout the 
entire novel. 
Emma Lou’s self-interested epiphany in turn alters Thurman’s literary model.  Although 
his heroine turns away from the community that alienated her because of her dark skin, Emma 
Lou fails to embrace her difference even as she embraces herself as an individual.  That is, 
Emma Lou learns to accept herself not because of her appearance, but in spite of it.  Her 
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realization that “what she needed to do now was to accept her black skin as being real and 
unchangeable” comes not at the celebration of her blackness, but at her acquiescence of it:  she 
has learned that she must merely live with it and make the best of it—not that she should value it 
as a powerful aesthetic in and of itself that has the ability to revolutionize modern African-
American identity.  Rather than accept her blackness in order to expand forms of New Negro 
difference—identities, stories, and aesthetics available to the African-American community in 
the early part of the century—Emma Lou merely accepts herself as “plain, untalented, ordinary.”  
Emma Lou no longer considers her blackness a disability or tragedy, but neither does she 
embrace it as a source of power—and neither does Thurman.  Unlike Fannie Hurst’s belief in 
Bertha’s “negative beauty,” Thurman does not seem optimistic at the end of his novel that Emma 
Lou’s blackness can have any larger or positive effect on (African-) American literary 
production.  Human difference remains merely a way to displace disgust onto those who 
discriminate against Emma Lou’s blackness—it is only useful in the negative; it never evolves 
into a productive aesthetic. 
 We’re left, then, with an ambivalent text that, on the one hand, wants to represent bodies, 
behaviors, and stories that do not conform to the standardized aesthetics of the New Negro, but, 
on the other hand, whose ending also shuts down any potential Thurman may have seen in 
ugliness as a way out of the Du Boisian model of African-American subjectivity.  This tension 
plays out in the marketing of the novel, particularly in the book’s various covers, which reveal 
more about contemporary discomfort with Emma Lou’s blackness.  These covers differ in 
significant ways from one another, illustrating how Thurman’s novel has been co-opted by 
various political movements throughout the twentieth century to try to infuse the novel with a 
particular aesthetic message—none of which actually appear in the book itself.  The dust jacket 
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for the 1929 first edition was designed and created by Aaron Douglas and embraces both African 
or “primitive” aesthetics as well as an avant-garde style of modern art.  The woman depicted, 
“whose body is long and lithe . . . appears to move that black body with pride” (Cook 143).  
Promoting an abstract aesthetic very much en vogue during the Harlem Renaissance, writers like 
Alain Locke praised this modern vision of blackness for depicting African-American identity 
with grace, pride, and beauty.  Straying from the style of white, bourgeois taste advocated by Du 
Bois, “This artistic style makes Douglas singularly appropriate to represent the character of 
Emma Lou in the cover art for The Blacker the Berry,” Cook writes, “which captures the African 
beauty and pride that the character herself cannot yet affirm” (143).  Yet there is nothing in the 
novel itself that suggests Emma Lou should “affirm” “African beauty and pride”—the novel 
does not promote this value system and it ends with no satisfactory affirmation of blackness as a 
source of beauty or pride.  Like other scholars wanting to use Thurman’s novel (and the Harlem 
Renaissance in general) to recover the antecedents for the Black Is Beautiful movement of the 
1960s, Cook positions Emma Lou as a linchpin in a history of black aesthetics that doesn’t exist.  
In reality, blackness had a much more fraught position in black art and literature in the early 
decades of the twentieth century—a period not far removed from the ugly stereotypes of the 
nineteenth century.  Douglas’s cover may jibe well with the non-normative vision of African-
American bodies and life that Thurman depicted in The Blacker the Berry, but it promotes a kind 
of collective racial pride in which Thurman himself (and the novel) expressed no vested interest.   
Subsequent covers reveal further cultural discomfort with the role of blackness in the 
novel.  The 1960 Collier edition cover clearly draws on and speaks to the politico-aesthetic 
mantra of the Black Power movement:  Black Is Beautiful.  The stunning silhouette of a young 
African-American woman graces the cover of the novel with both pride and poise, again, 
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reaffirming black aesthetics as beautiful.  The regal purple background accentuates the darkness 
of the woman’s figure, and foreshadows the significance purple would take after the publication 
of Alice Walker’s The Color Purple in 1982.  The same emphasis on black beauty appears on the 
cover of the 1996 Scribner edition, which features a full-length photo of a dark-skinned 
woman—her darkness is accentuated here by a clean, white dress, suggesting the innocence and 
purity of Thurman’s heroine.  Both covers frame the novel as the story of a young woman’s 
acceptance of her blackness as a source, as Cook argues, of pride and beauty.  Again, however, 
The Blacker the Berry is no such novel.  In the early part of the century, blackness did not 
resonate with the same empowerment it did later in the century.  Moreover, physical difference 
within the African-American community also did not signify liberation and progress:  
standardization did.  It would not be until the novels of Ann Petry in the 1940s, and then later 
with the work of Toni Morrison and Audre Lorde, that ugly, non-normative, or disabled 
blackness would gain positive representations as a liberating aesthetic.  As Rosemarie Garland 
Thomson contends, the “disabled figures” of Petry, Morrison, and Lorde “present a version of 
black female subjectivity that insists upon and celebrates physical difference.  By flaunting rather 
than obscuring these figures’ physical differences, the authors establish the extraordinary body as 
a site of historical inscription rather than physical deviance, and they simultaneously repudiate 
such cultural master narratives as normalcy, wholeness, and the feminine ideal” (105).  These 
authors do this, Thomson argues, because they are part of the postmodern tradition, one that 
“enlists a rhetoric of celebration in representing disability,” whereas modernism “invokes a 
rhetoric of despair” (106).  As an “extraordinary body,” Emma Lou does not incite celebration; 
she provokes despair and disgust. 
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Thurman’s 1929 novel rejects ugliness as a norm for American culture as imagined by 
white middle-class writers such as Fannie Hurst.  The Blacker the Berry teaches its audience that 
ugliness remained a privileged aesthetic in the early twentieth century, one that, because of an 
aesthetic double standard, threatened to outcast African-American writing further from literary 
history even as it attempted to flesh out representations of black life by narrating people, events, 
and circumstances outside the boundaries of a normative, regulated American System.  Like 
sentiment and melancholy, ugliness is linked in African-American literary traditions to the 
history of slavery; even in a modern context it remains an anachronistic aesthetic, unwelcome 
and misunderstood.  For writers such as Thurman, Hughes, and others who used ugliness to 
expose the realities of African-American life, the unsightly and repulsive offered a new vision of 
literary realism; Carl Van Vechten was not alone, for instance, in feeling that “the underside of 
black life was more worthy of creative energy” (Thaggert 121).  But for many others like Du 
Bois, this aesthetic strategy proved too dangerous, too different from a national norm with which 
African Americans were trying to show continuity.  Thurman’s novel offers black America a 
new grammar for recording experience, emotion, and identity, but it does not convince its 
audience that this lexicon will self-correct the narrative course of American literature.  In 1926, 
three years before the publication of The Blacker the Berry, Thurman declared that it was “about 
time for the next step, about time for the ballyhooing to cease and for the genuine performance to 
begin” (“Thrush at Eve” 183).  Emma Lou’s “tragedy” in many ways marks the end of 
“ballyhooing” in (African-)American literature, but it also reveals the limits of Thurman’s 
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Conclusion 
  
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it was illegal to be ugly in America.  
Believed to endanger the progress of the nation, ugliness emerged as a threat to the legal and 
social structures of modern U.S. culture.  Consequently, as this project has shown, an entire 
social infrastructure arose in the U.S. during this era to police the unsightly, the ugly, and the 
unstandardized.  From ugly laws to City Beautiful movements, from eugenics to the removal of 
billboards and electrical wires, Americans expended a tremendous amount of civic energy to 
curtail the spread of waste in urban centers around the country.  In doing so—in removing actual 
bodies such as disabled mendicants, immigrants, and the poor, in addition to the detritus of 
industrialization—the U.S. embraced a series of aesthetic values borne out of the industrial 
principles of efficiency, order, harmony, and reason.  Standardizing space, bodies, and culture, 
Americans believed, would engineer an enlightened U.S., one capable of demonstrating its 
competence and fitness as a modern nation.  
Under this American System, ugliness thus came to signify that which threatened the 
national program of modernity and progress:  the excessive, wasteful, irregular, irrational, and 
non-normative.  Instead of merely a subjective aesthetic state, ugliness became an objective tool 
to organize and rationalize the modern nation.  Moreover, it served as the justification to 
exterminate forms of human difference.  As an umbrella term to mark various forms of this 
difference, ugliness became configured as a quantifiable state or condition that could be 
measured and classified—on city streets, in homes, and across faces.  As a result, the American 
System actually created those categories of the unsightly:  immigrants, the disabled, and urban 
space were considered ugly not because of any intrinsic properties of course, but because they 
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threatened, on an ideological level, the standardizing, normalizing ethos of the U.S.  As the 
American System engineered a more modern nation, it in turn created the very categories of the 
ugly that were then used to order ideas about geography, identity, nationality, urban space, and 
also, of course, literature. 
 Formally, ugliness appeared in American literature as extravagant and ornate styles—
sentimentalism, lyricism, melodrama—descended from the nineteenth century, or related to Old 
World decadent European aesthetics.  Modernist movements such as Imagism aimed to strip 
away these conventions to fashion a new American literary style out of principles that mirrored 
the economy of industrial and cultural practices of the U.S.  I argue that radical writers such as 
Djuna Barnes, however, found ways to mobilize ugliness for a new American poetics that 
celebrated rather than exterminated literary difference.  Relying on lyrical form, Barnes imbues 
her poems with such simplistic rhyme and meter that they verge on the base and crude.  Barnes 
takes the standardizing principles of modern poetry to a grotesque extreme, reducing them to the 
point that they become unsophisticated and unrefined.   
Other writers in this study, however, also embrace literary forms deemed “ugly” by 
cultural vanguards.  Fannie Hurst and Upton Sinclair use sentimental middlebrow conventions to 
represent the unsightly in modern America:  Sinclair hopes his narrative strategy steeped in 
nineteenth-century sentimentalism will shock readers out of perpetuating an inhuman class 
system in the U.S.; it is only through reaching readers’ hearts with this popular narrative form 
that Sinclair feels he can incite a movement against the ugly effects of modern capitalism.  Hurst, 
however, imagines middlebrow writing as a way to placate her interwar audience; ugliness in 
this sense signifies the protagonist’s anti-consumerist imperative for modern readers to eschew 
materialism in favor of a simpler, perhaps even plain, yet deep emotional life.  Hurst’s 
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“emotional modernism” may not revolutionize narrative form, but it does reconfigure how 
readers felt and experienced their modernity when they read modern literature. 
Though they write under various circumstances, Sinclair and Hurst, as well as Wallace 
Thurman, gravitate toward ugliness as a new focus for modernist writing.  Specifically, they 
choose to narrate the unsightly—ugly people, places, and behaviors—in order to express more 
accurately the modern condition.  Poet Florence Earl Coates may have protested writers choosing 
unpleasant subject matter, but ugliness—not beauty—galvanized authors’ imaginations in the 
early decades of the twentieth century.  Sinclair’s gripping descriptions of slaughterhouse 
conditions on the South side of Chicago, Hurst’s bulky and unattractive protagonist, and 
Thurman’s almost grotesquely dark heroine all incorporate subject matter that Coates would 
have found repulsive as a foundation for a new kind of ugly realism.  Even if Sinclair, Hurst, and 
Thurman all rely on traditional conventions of the realist (or sentimental) novel, they do so to 
modernize this genre, to lend it greater verisimilitude—and they weren’t alone.  Other writers, 
such as Sherwood Anderson in 1917, also believed that “crudity is an inevitable quality in the 
production of a really significant present-day American literature” (437). Believing that without 
ugliness, American literature is doomed to trite superficiality, Anderson notes that “There is 
often great subtlety of plot and phrase” in modern writing, “but there is no reality” (438).  He 
thus urges writers to confront ugliness head-on so that “we can begin to approach the task of the 
present-day novelist with a new point of view” (438).  In a similar way, Ernest Hemingway 
believed that to produce a realist literature of modern America, he needed to turn to the ugly.  In 
1925 he wrote to his father, “You see I’m trying in all my stories to get the feeling of the actual 
life across—not to just depict life—or criticize it—but to actually make it alive.  So that when 
you have read something by me you actually experience the thing.  You can’t do this without 
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putting in the bad and the ugly as well as what is beautiful.  Because if it is all beautiful you can’t 
believe in it.  Things aren’t that way” (33).  For Hemingway, writing about ugliness allows 
authors to write more realistically and truthfully. 
All the writers in this study answer Anderson’s call to turn to the ugly realities of modern 
living in order to fulfill, on some level, Hemingway’s philosophy to make literature more 
believable.  And while Barnes’s Repulsive Women inhabit a somewhat surreal world, the 
realities of their disgusting aesthetic convey a truth only Barnes’s fantastic style could create.  
Like Sinclair, Hurst, and Thurman, Barnes looks to the ugly as inspiration for a modern art form.  
This literary and cultural aesthetic is absolutely unlike high modernists such as Pound who clung 
somewhat desperately to a strict, standardizing vision of what modernism was and could be in 
America, and unlike traditional writers such as Coates who denied modernism a place in the 
cultural landscape of the nation to begin with.  The writers I have chosen to study in this project 
all imagine a different way to articulate the nation’s modernity in literary form—and that begins 
with a commitment to resisting the standardizing ethos of the day.  So while the U.S. at large 
turned to legal, civic, and cultural programs to eradicate the ugly, irregular, and disabled from 
everyday life, these American writers—and many others featured here only briefly—lauded non-
normative characters, subjects, settings, and aesthetics as a way to modernize and thus revitalize 
a national literature.  
It is ultimately this culture of standardization, then, that created the imperative in 
American culture for writers and artists to generate not just experimental literature, but multiple 
kinds of experimental literature.  This new focus provided a set of hyper normalizing aesthetics 
against which modernists could rebel.  In a nation that tightly constricted and rigidly constructed 
cultural norms, writers theorized various ways to disorder and upend such regulation; this new 
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imaginative spark in turn ignited an explosion of multiple modernisms, from the highbrow 
Imagists, to the avant-garde, to the Harlem Renaissance, the sentimental middlebrows, and many 
others.  While not all envisioned resisting such anti-standardization in similar ways, these 
movements nevertheless all attempt to dismantle the infrastructure of standardization in modern 
American culture through the production of non-normative forms of modernist literature.  These 
authors disordered the standardization that sought to orchestrate American literature as merely 
another iteration of normalizing values and aesthetics.  And while not all writers chose to 
celebrate ugliness per se—Sinclair, for instance, views his sentimental social realism as a 
panacea for the social irregularities capitalism breeds—they did use this concept of the irregular 
as a springboard to new modernisms.  Standardization creates multiple modernisms, that is, by 
galvanizing writers to conceptualize the nation’s fascination with standards in different registers, 
dialects, and styles that veer from the fantasy of a single national norm.  In an ironic twist, the 
standardizing movement to curtail difference actually engendered an era of multiple literary 
aesthetics and forms, one that diffused rather than cohered American literature as an institution. 
And yet, while artistic acts of disordering national standards gave contemporaneous 
writers and artists a way to create multiple modernisms—to expand the boundaries of modernist 
art and literature—it also does, in a similar way, allow contemporary scholars of modernism a 
way to theorize literary production during this era in a more coherent way.  As a fascination for 
multiple writers, genres, styles, and schools of modernism, ugliness serves as a kind of 
connective tissue that binds what seems, at times, to be a fragmented and contentious literary 
field.  Over the past 10-15 years, New Modernist Studies has urged scholars to expand the 
temporal and geographic boundaries of what Susan Stanford Friedman calls “a loose affiliation 
of aesthetic movements that unfolded in the first half of the twentieth century” (426).  Yet this 
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urge to expand modernism further threatens to destabilize its boundaries altogether, turning this 
already “loose affiliation” into a dizzying cacophony of writers and texts.  The question now for 
modernism seems to be:  how do we preserve the individual integrity of these various 
movements, and explore other, uncharted geographies of modernism, while still articulating 
ourselves as a coherent field worthy of students, scholarly work, and institutional recognition?   
My project has argued that ugliness provides one answer in that it allows us to consider 
multiple kinds of modernism—in the case of this study, social realism, the avant-garde, the 
middlebrow, and the Harlem Renaissance—while still showing how they interact and 
communicate with one another.  Ugliness serves, in other words, as an organizing principle that 
rearranges these seemingly disparate literary and cultural movements into a constellation of 
modernist experiments with human difference and normalcy.  Although it focuses primarily on 
U.S. cultural and literary history, this project begins to think about modernism in a “relational 
mode” that vanguards of New Modernist Studies, such as Friedman herself and the Modernist 
Studies Association advocate by using ugliness as a category that can and does unite various 
points of modernism across space and time (Friedman 426).  In this spirit, my project accounts 
for the multiplicity of modernisms in American literary history by rejecting one overarching (or 
standardizing) narrative of the period and instead choosing to align each chapter with a different 
movement.  
What unites these movements, and this project, then, is a common interest in the problem 
of ugliness in American culture and as an aesthetic for American modernism.  Ugliness shows us 
that authors writing in different genres, decades, and places during the first half of the twentieth 
century shared a similar preoccupation, and that, to think about modernism on a larger scale, we 
need to ground our study of the field in those shared investments.  It teaches us—as modernists, 
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Americanists, and scholars of literary history more generally—that using a different point of 
inclusion can produce the very kind of multiplicity that characterizes the diverse nature of 
modernism, while still maintaining a sense of unity that allows for a coherent reframing of 
modernism itself. 
In suggesting this model, my study uncovers a prehistory of these different modernisms 
that has been ignored by previous scholarship.  Not only does the tension between ugliness and 
standardization provide a framework for studying modernist literature today, I argue, but it also 
served as the very cultural conflict that birthed this phase of experimental writing over a century 
ago.  This national refusal of—yet fascination with—the ugly, and the simultaneous embrace of 
standardization ultimately incited a period of American writing that favored multiplicity and 
difference.  What’s been missing from our understanding of modernism has been precisely this 
heterogeneous genealogy.  We would do well, then, to return to these multiple roots of American 
modernism, and explore how the pressures of standardization compelled writers and artists to 
look outside the norms of the nation’s fantasy of sameness.  It is here, in debunking this myth of 
standards, norms, and uniformity, that Upton Sinclair, Djuna Barnes, Fannie Hurst, Wallace 
Thurman, and many other authors invented a modern way of writing—a mode that challenged 
the principles of America’s clean century.  By studying these writers from disparate decades, 
movements, and styles, I show how standardization led to an era of American writing 
preoccupied with the cultural and aesthetic battle between ugliness and normativity.  In doing so, 
I hope to have illustrated a new history of literature in the early twentieth century—one that 


















































Figure 1.3:  Before and after photographs from Ford’s The Removal of Overhead Wires:  They Are 



































































Figure 3.2:  Illustration from The Book of 
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Figure 5.2:  Men’s Dressing Chart, Green’s National Capitol Code of  Etiquette (1920) 
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